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EXAMINING THE EXPERIENCES OF NONTRADITIONAL
UNDERGRADUATE WOMEN:
PEDAGOGY VERSUS ANDRAGOGY
Beverly Ann Hair, Ph.D

Western Michigan University, 2002

Increasing numbers of nontraditional students, of whom many are women, are
enrolling in two-year and four-year colleges and universities. The purpose of this study
is to critically examine the experiences of nontraditional undergraduate women and their
preferred learning environment—pedagogy vs. andragogy. Students were asked to
respond to a variety of questions in order to reflect upon their preferred learning
environment. The researcher looked for differences in the experiences of 20 (ten Black
and ten White) nontraditional female undergraduate college students within their
respective institutions based on their race, socioeconomic background, age, and religious
background. Also, the researcher focused on why these nontraditional women return to
institutions of higher education, whether or not they feel silented within their institutions,
as well as any barriers (situational, institutional, dispositional) they may impinge upon
their academic success.

The researcher utilized a triangulation of methods to examine their experiences.
These methods included a demographic questionnaire, one-on-one taped interviews, and
focus group sessions. The study revealed that the earlier educational experiences, as well
as family relationships, impacted why they are nontraditional college students. Also,

regardless of race, social class, and/or age, all women are motivated to return to higher
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education for similar reasons, and they all experience similar situational, institutional, and
dispositional barriers. The narratives revealed that some women do feel silenced within
their institutions because of race, age, and gender. Further, nontraditional female
undergraduate students prefer a more engaged pedagogy where their past experiences are

valued as part of the teaching/learning process.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

In today’s society, many nontraditional female students are returning to
institutions of higher education. The number of women over 25 returning to school has
increased almost tenfold in the past twenty years, as reentry women have become the
largest group of new students to fill the gap created by the declining number of
traditional-aged students (U. S. Bureau of Census, 1998). According to Snyder (1987),
women over 25 made up 43 percent of all part-time enrollment in higher education,; it
was projected that by the new millennium, 52 percent of all undergraduate students
would be women (Carnegie Council on Policy Studies in Higher Education, 1980). Some
of these students will attend two-year community colleges with the intent to complete
two-year programs. Yet, others transfer to four-year institutions.

There are also many nontraditional female students completing undergraduate, as
well as graduate degrees from four-year colleges and universities. There is a large
proportion of nontraditional female students enrolled both full and part-time. A majority
of these students are also enrolled in non-degree programs that are held on and off
campu.sl According to Slotnick, Pelton, Fuller & Tabor (1993), for decades these adult
learners have outnumbered traditional college students. “Adults are the fastest growing
segment of all the populations in higher education” (Brazziel, 1989, p. 116).

There are many factors that account for this increase in female adult learners.
These factors include divorce, growth in one-parent and dual-career households,

advanced technology, inflation; and the increase of women who put off pursuing their
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educational goals to care for children. Also, a number of nontraditional female college
students return to institutions of higher education to prepare for new careers after
retirement (Stone, 1994; Slotnick, Pelton, Fuller & Tabor, 1993; Deshler, 1991; Merriam
& Caffarella, 1991; and others). These women feel it is now time to become self-
actualized--do what they desire and not what they have been told is their proper “place”
or role. Education is viewed by many as the key to economic, social, and occupational
advancement; others view education as a powerful tool to get them out of their present
circumstance. Many nontraditional females see education as a means to achieve
independence and socioeconomic mobility.

Nontraditional female students often enter educational settings established
primarily to serve traditional (especially male) college students. At times, these
nontraditional female students encounter a hostile climate or low acceptance or a “chilly
climate” when their seriousness to pursue their educational goals are questioned. Hall &
Sandler (1982, 1986, and 1996) wrote a report on the different treatment of men and
women in the classroom. They described this “chilly climate” as “the myriad small
inequalities that by themselves seem unimportant, but taken together create a chilling
environment” (Hall & Sandler, 1996, pg. 1). This same concept can be applied to
nontraditional female undergraduate students.

Many nontraditional female undergraduate students (NFUS) spend limited time
on campus because of other responsibilities. Because of these responsibilities,
nontraditional female students do not Belong to clubs and/or sports teams where they are
interacting with traditional-aged female students. Generally, while they are on campus,

most of their interactions are with instructors. These interactions with instructors may
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influence nontraditional female students’ perceptions of the college. Also, many re-entry
women experience lower levels of academic self-confidence and are less competitive
than traditional female and male undergraduate students (Lewis, 1988; Davies, Lubelska,
Quinn, 1994; Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, Tarule, 1997).

Researchers have investigated the learning environments or settings--andragogy
versus pedagogy--of individuals as perceived by themselves and/or by others. The scope
of this research has included the preferred learning environments--andragogy or
pedagogy--(more fully explained in this chapter) for female nontraditional students,
factors which motivate nontraditional female students’ return to institutions of higher
education, and barriers--institutional, situational and dispositional--, which hinder their
academic success. Further, research focusing on the learning environments may bring an
increased understanding about the impact of the teaching/learning environments on

nontraditional female undergraduate students.

Background of the Study
At this particular juncture in my education, I am a Black female nontraditional
Ph.D. candidate, and I have been a nontraditional student since I earned my associate
degree, which I completed at the age of 27. As a nontraditional student, I have had a
variety of experiences, both positive and negative. It is within this context that I have
requested individuals in this study to describe from their personal experiences what it

27 <<

means to be a “nontraditional,” “female,” “undergraduate college student,” and how the
classroom environment impacts their experiences, as well as other identification

descriptors.
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It is through these experiences that I will explore and uncover similarities and
differences from their experiences in comparison to my own. A variety of dynamics
within my own personal experiences have influenced this investigation. According to

feminist researchers, “the personal is political.”

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative study is to critically examine the preferred
learning/teaching environments for nontraditional female undergraduate students at a
mid-western two;year community college and a four-year mid-western private college.
The research will also attempt to identify why nontraditional female undergraduate
students return to institutions of higher education and if there are any barriers
(institutional, situational, and dispositional) that may impinge upon their academic
success. Further, it will attempt to understand how their secondary schooling impacts
their present educational endeavors and if their high school experiences played a role in
their present status as nontraditional female students. The goal of this research is to
enhance our understanding of how nontraditional female undergraduate students are
affected by their teaching/learning environments and the impact it has on their college
experiences.

Nontraditional female undergraduate students come to community and four-year
colleges with their own distinct histories and backgrounds. Once admitted to these
institutions, they become resocialized and take on new identities as college students. But,
because of their age and family and civic responsibilities, they are set apart from other

college students on campus.
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Numerous nontraditional female undergraduate students returning to formal
educational settings voice their concerns with reference to their skills and feel that they
are deficient. They feel that they do not know enough, or they do not know in the right
way or that their personal experiences do not count. In essence, nontraditional female
undergraduate students feel disconnected and lack self-confidence in their abilities. In
their monograph entitled Educating Learners of All Ages (1980), Greenberg, Bergquist,
and O’Donnell discussed how returning adults are rich in experience and poor in theory,
and younger students are just the opposite. They go on to articulate the feelings of
returning women--as they know and understand experientially the content of the course.
One of the women in this particular study made this comment, “I don’t know that I'm
learning so much new, but...I’m organizing things, putting a néme on them, and they are
all falling into place for me.” This quote is a perfect illustration of why some women
believe that they don’t know in the right way.

As a nontraditional student from an associate degree program now working at the
Ph.D. level, I have always felt as though I was learning backwards. But once I was able
to make sense out of what I was learning, I could connect new material to past
experiences. By doing this I was able to use my past experiences as a bridge to acquire
new knowledge. Freire (1970) defines this kind of learning as a significant part of the
process of becoming a liberated and learned adult (this idea will be expanded on in the

literature section). Mitchell & Starr (1971) found that returning female students may
encounter in academe a “climate of unexpectation” or in the words of Hall & Sandler

(1986, 1991) a “chilly climate,” one where women are treated differently, not equal to
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men. Indeed, faculty, administrators, and even students, may appear to question the
seriousness of returning nontraditional female students (Mitchell & Starr, 1971).

Thus, the focus of this study is to examine and determine if female nontraditional
undergraduate students prefer to be educated within a formal (pedagogical) educational
environment where the instructor is in control of the planning, implementation, and
evaluation of the learning/teaching process, or if nontraditional female undergraduate
students learn best in an environment where they can share their experiences and learn in
a more self-directed manner (andragogy).

This inquiry will allow nontraditional female undergraduate students an
opportunity to “voice” and express their own experiences within a two-year and a four-
year college environment. Further, this study, by giving returning women an opportunity
to use their own voices and telling their own stories, may impact the decisions of faculties
and administrators in retention practices and policies related to other nontraditional
female students on their campuses.

According to Lewis (1988), it is important for colleges and universities to
understand the social context of returning women’s participation, characteristics, and
concerns, in order to better facilitate the relevant issues confronting reentry women.
Tierney (1993) states, “documenting people’s lives is important because when we do so,

we engage in an act of construction of our present worlds” (pg. 64).

Significance of the Study
Education is a combination of both psychological and sociological experiences,
with neither being subordinated to the other. The psychological standpoint is composed

of the individual’s instincts and motives. Within a sociocultural analysis, the
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psychological factors are important, but we must remember and understand that
participation is not merely a fact of motives. “It is something that is clearly related to
both the individual’s position in the social system and also her/his position in the life
cycle” (Jarvis, 1985, p. 209). Therefore, this study is significant and unique on several
different levels, in that, first, this study will examine why nontraditional females return to
institutions of higher education. Is this reason solely psychological or a combination of
both psychological and sociological factors? According to Darkenwall & Merriam
(1982), the reasons adults return to higher education is multifaceted, as it is the
cultivation of the intellect, individual self-actualization, personal and social improvement,
and social transformation.

Many nontraditional undergraduate students view education as a form of social
intervention and hope that the process will assist them in problem-solving The problems
associated with rapid social change, poverty, a need to be a part of the knowledge
explosion, and a number of related educational and social inequalities (Merriam &
Caffarella, 1991) are some of the reasons these women found it necessary to return to
college.

Secondly, the study will attempt to identify what actually happens within the
classroom setting. Do nontraditional female undergraduate students have classes/teachers
who respect, expect, and encourage them to speak experientially? Or, do they have

classes/teachers who do not value nor respect their experiences and do not encourage

them to use their voices in connection with the content of their learning environments.
Thirdly, the study will attempt to ascertain which educational setting these

students prefer (pedagogy vs. andragogy). In which environments do they learn or
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perform best? Also, the study will attempt to address whether these differences have an
effect or impact on the quality of the academic experiences of nontraditional female
undergraduate students.

Fourth, the study will focus on the complexity of socioeconomic status and race
of nontraditional female undergraduate students attending a public two-year community
and a four-year private college. The research will attempt to determine if
race/socioeconomic status makes a difference in the experiences of nontraditional female
undergraduate students. One of the sites for this study is a public community college in a
small mid-western city. The majority of the nontraditional female students attending this
community college come from ’working-class and middle-class backgrounds. In
comparison, the four-year private college is located in a mid-size, mid-western city where
they admit more nontraditional female students who come from middle- and upper-class
backgrounds.

Finally, historically, empirical research on nontraditional female undergraduate
college students has relied more on quantitative methods. For this study, I have chosen
qualitative methods in order to capture a more in-depth description and analysis of what
experiences, interests, concerns, and/or barriers (institutional, situational, and
dispositional) face nontraditional female undergraduate students at a public two-year
college and a private four-year college. According to Schutz (1964), “the ways that the
life world-is, the expériential world every person takes for granted-is produced and

experienced by members” (p.).
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Research Questions
This study will be divided into three parts. Part I will consist of a short
questionnaire that will capture the demographic, socioeconomic background, and family
educational background. Part II consists of one-on-one taped interview sessions
conducted with each of the twenty (20) participants; and Part III involves an informal

focus group at each of the sites listed in this research project.

An overview of the types of questions participants will be responding to include

the following:

1. Briefly describe your high school experiences.

2. What motivational factors influenced your decision to attend college?

3. Describe your experience in the classroom setting and discuss which
classroom environment works best for your learning style?

4. As a nontraditional female, do you feel that your identity is being silenced
by the institution (race, gender, age, or other factors)?

5. What obstacles or barriers make an impact on your academic success

(situational, institutional, dispositional)? Note: Within this question the
participants will also discuss family/religious support.

~ Also, other patterns will be examined between first and second-generation
college students and between students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds in
comparison to those from middle to upper-class backgrounds. If barriers exist, an
attempt will be made to determine if they are consistent with established categories
(institutional, situational, and dispositional). (See Appendix A for the complete list of

research questions that provided the framework for this study).
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Overview of Methodology
In this study, I plan to rely on a multi-methodological approach in which I will
use a combination of forced-choice items in the form of a short questionnaire to ascertain
demographic background information. This will be followed by open-ended questions
in the form of one-on-one taped unstructured interviews, and finally, an informal focus
group will be used. These methods will allow the researcher to acquire the quality and
depth of information desired. It will also provide the interviewees an opportunity to

share their experiences in their own voices and to share their respective stories.

Outline of Dissertation

Chapter I of this dissertation provides an introduction to the study and its purpose.
Chapter IT will discuss the related literature, which will focus on the background context
for the study, provide a profile of the nontraditional female student, define andragogy,
compare and contrast pedagogy versus andragogy, define feminist pedagogy, and identify
barriers confronting nontraditional female students as presented in prior studies. The
issue of the “chilly classroom climate for women will also be discussed.” Chapter III will
discuss the design of the study. This section will present the population and sample
procedures, multi-methodological methods of the study, and the limitations of the study.
Chapter IV will examine the findings of the study. Chapter V contains the analyses and
interpretations of the findings, the concluding remarks, and limitations, as well as

recommendations for further research.

Definition of Terms

The following definitions are used in this study:
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Academic logistical support refers to academic advising, library services, early morning

library hours.

Administrative logistical support refers to promotional activities, on-site coordinator,

walk-in registration, telephone registration, central location, food services, financial aid,

and accessible parking.

Adult Students, as used in this study, refers to students who are age 25 and over and who

essentially have the responsibility for their lives.

Andragogy, as defined by Knowles (1980), refers to the art and science of teaching
adults.

Barriers in this study was first proposed by Cross & Zusman (1977) and refers to
situational, dispositional, and institutional practices and policies.

A “Chilly Climate” for Woman refers to an environment that neglects, devalues,

demeans, and marginalizes women.

Core academic support refers to course offerings, flexible scheduling, completeness of

programs, tutorial services, and knowledgeable faculty.

Dispositional Barriers are viewed as those barriers that are self-imposed psychologically.
Experiential Learning is defméd by Merriam & Cunningham (1989) and refers to
learning that takes place outside the classroom--non-school-based -educational
experiences that might influence an individual’s learning.

Facilitation of learning is defined by Brookfield (1986) as the process of assisting adults

to make sense of and act upon the personal, social, occupational, and political

environments in which they live.
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Focus groups is defined by Powell (1996) as a group of individuals selected and
assembled by researchers to discuss and comment on, from personal experience, the topic
that is the subject of the research.

Institutional Barriers refers to those barriers that are outside the control of adult students

but are inside the control of the institution. These barriers are grouped into three
categories: core academics, academic logistical support, and administrative logistical

support.

Lifelong learning refers to the process where individuals continue to educate themselves

and develop their knowledge, skills, and attitudes over their life times.

Nontraditional students refers to students who are 25 years of age or older with adult

responsibilities; e.g., families, jobs, civic and community.

Pedagogy is defined by Knowles (1980) as the art and science of teaching children.

Personal support system is defined as child-care and health center services and family
support.

Reentry female students refers to those who left school to take a job or assume family

responsibilities and is now returning to complete their education.

Situational Barriers refers to the circumstances and situations that impede progress of the

adult learner; they are further grouped by dimensions of personal support systems.

Traditional Students refers to those students who attend college out of high school and

are between the ages of 17 and 24 . These students generally live with parents and do not
take on adult responsibilities; i.e., house payments, childcare, tuition payments, etc.

Undergraduate Students refers to those students who are enrolled in two-year or four-year

institutions and who have not yet received a baccalaureate degree.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Overview
The review of the literature focuses upon the following areas of study: (1) the
profile of nontraditional female undergraduate students, (2) the reasons nontraditional
students return to institutions of post secondary education, (3) andragogy, (4) pedagogy
versus andragogy, (5) feminist pedagogy, (6) the issue of the chilly classroom climate for
women, (7) barriers confronting nontraditional undergraduate female students, and (8)
focus groups and their use in social research. Also, pertinent socialized concepts

andtheories will be explored for their relevancy, as well as the issue of race.

Profile of Nontraditonal Undergraduate Students

Constructing a profile of the “typical” adult learner in formal organized education
can be done in various ways. In studies conducted by Cross (1981), Shipp and McKenize
(1981), Darkenwald and Merriam (1982), Graham and others (1983), and Long (1983a),
the “typical” adult learner is usually affluent, well-educated, white, and middle-class
(Brookfield, 1986).

The literature defines nontraditional students as those who are 25 and older
(Chickering & Reisser, 1993, Knowles, 1977, 1984, 1993, and others). Cross (1981)
defines nontraditional students as those adults who return to school full and/or part-time
while maintaining other responsibilities such as family, employment, civic duties, and

other adult responsibilities. Nontraditional undergraduate female students are also

2 (13 »” 113

referred to as “adult learners,” “reentry students,” “adult students,” and “returning
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students.” Over the last 25 years, the percentage of older students has increased
dramatically on many campuses of community and four-year colleges and universities
(Slotnick, Pelton, Fuller & Tabor, 1993; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; and others).

The profile of nontraditional women is multifaceted, as nontraditional women are
diverse in their socioeconomic backgrounds, as well as their age. They range in age from
25 to over 65 years of age, and the majority are between the ages 25 and 50.
Nontraditional women are either married, divorced, single, and/or widowed, with or
without children. These women have also been referred to as dropouts, “empty nesters,”
homemakers, or even veterans (Lewis, 1988). This profile fits the nontraditional women
that are a part of this present study.

In 1965, Johnstone & Rivera, in their study Volunteers for Learning: A Study of
the Educational Pursuits of Adults, defined nontraditional undergraduates as either male
or female, white, under 40, working full-time, and middle-class. According to Cross
(1981), underrepresented are “the elderly, blacks, those who failed to graduate from high
school, and those with annual incomes under $10,000” (p. 53). This definition of
nontraditional students has changed slightly in today’s society.  Nontraditional
undergraduate students can be male, female, from various race and ethnic groups,
unemployed, working full-and/or part-time, and are sometimes over forty. According to
the literature, minority groups are still underrepresented in this category. According to
Aslanian & Breckill (1980), from one-third to one-half of all college students are
classified as nontraditional, and more than 50 percent of all graduate students are over the

age of 30. The National Advisory Council for Adult Education (1980) defines the adult
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learner as someone who is enrolled full or part-time in any course of study, improving on
existing skills, and developing new skills or qualifications.

Nontraditional students are enrolled in traditional undergraduate or graduate level
courses. They may take courses in evening school or adult education programs or can
be enrolled in customized training programs. They are involved in formal and informal
training programs in business, government, or not-for-profit organizations. Or, they may
be informal learners who appear at the exhibits of zoos, art museums, etc. Whatever the
setting, it is important to understand the profile of adults who want or need to learn

something new (Brookfield, 1986; Lewis, 1988; Hayes, 1989).

Why Adults Participate In Education

The question of why adults participate in learning activities will never be
answered by any one single reason or explanation. Motivational factors on why adults
participate differ f-or different groups of learners, at different stages of life, and most
individuals have more than one reason for learning; génerally there are multipie reasons.
Generally, nontraditional students return to institutes of higher education for different
reasons than those of traditional age college students. Many working adults today are
returning to college to upgrade their job skills, change careers, or enhance their chances
of employment. Yet, some adults are at the self-actualization stage of Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs, and they are motivated to pursue their dreams of an education as all
of their basic needs have been met. For example, a nontraditional female student in fny
spring 1999, Introduction to Sociology course was at this stage. Her primary motivation
was that her children were groWn, out of college, and taking care of themselves. Now,

she said, “It is my turn. 1 have satisfied my obligations to my family.” Maslow
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emphasizes that the need for self-actualization is a healthy person’s prime motivation. In
order to be self-actualized, one must maximize one’s potential, becoming everything one
is capable of becoming. It is this stage that many nontraditional female learners find
themselves.

Johnson and Rivera conducted one of the first major national studies conducted
on adult participation in 1965. This study revealed eight reasons for participation in

higher education, and their relative importance are as follows:

Becoming a better informed person 37%
Preparing for a new job or occupation 36%
For the job I held at that time 32%
Spending my spare time more enjoyably 20%
Meeting new and interesting people 15%
Carrying out everyday tasks at home 13%
Getting away from the daily routine 10%
Carrying out everyday tasks away from home 10%
(p. 143).

The Commission on Nontraditional Study updated Johnstone and Rivera’s study in 1972.
In this updated version, 20--rather than eight--reasons for participation were discovered.
It was found that 55 percent of the individuals surveyed participated “to become better
informed,” while 43 percent engaged in learning either to get a new job or to advance in
their present positions (Carp, Peterson, & Roelfs, 1974, p. 81).

Houle (1961) in his study of adult motivation, categorized adult learners into three

subgroups. The first subgroup consists of what he calls goal-oriented learners. These are
learners who return to college for specific reasons. Houle identifies these reasons as
learning to deal with family problems or to learn new and updated business practices.

The second subgroup, activity-oriented learners, are interested in escaping loneliness or

boredom. They re-enter college for the sole purpose of developing relationships. The
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last subgroup, learning-oriented, consists of those nontraditional students who pursue

learning for the sake of learning. Individuals in this subgroup are considered lifelong
learners.

Tough (1968), in his study of adult learners, found that these students are
motivated by the desire to use and apply what they have learned. In his study, he too
identified three different patterns of motivation. The first pattern identifies those
individuals who are motivated by others to learn new skills or tasks. This would be an
example of learning a new procedure for your job or updating your computer skills. A
second pattern consists of a curiosity about controversial issues or things important to the
adult learner. An example of this would be taking an African American History course to
acquire a better understanding of race relations between Blacks and Whites. The third
pattern that T;ugh idéﬁtiﬁes was less certain about motivational factors but emphasizes
that nontraditional students start with a decision to spend extra time learning, and at the
same tifne, try to decide what to learn. However, Tough believes that the top reasons
nontraditional undergraduate students continue their education is for the sheer pleasure of
receiving content, feelings of being successful, advancement opportunities, and
satisfaction from learning.

Morstain & Smart (1974), Educational Participation Scale (EPS), found six
motivational factors, to be central to adults continuing their education. Their six-factor

scale extended the three patterns discussed in Houle’s study. These six factors are:

1. Social Relationships — this factor reflects participation in order to make
new friends or meet members of the opposite sex.

2. External Expectations — participants in this category are complying with
the directives of someone in authority.
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3. Social Welfare — this factor reflects an altruistic orientation where learners
are involved because they want to serve others or their community.

4. Professional Advancement — participants in this category are strongly
interested in enhancing their professional opportunities, including career
advancement.

5. Escape/Stimulation — this factor is indicative of learners who are involved

because they want to alleviate boredom or escape home or work routine.

6. Cognitive Interest — nontraditional students who participates at this level
are identical to Houle’s learning-oriented adults who engage in learning
for the sake of learning itself.

Cross (1981) cautions that there is an important difference in the two approaches:

“Houle was classifying groups of people, whereas Morstain and Smart were
identifying clusters of reasons. The implication from Houle’s typology is that
people are consistently motivated by characteristic orientations to learning to
learn throughout their lives, whereas the Morstain and Smart approach makes
more room for multiple reasons to exist within the same individual and for
motivations to change from time to time” (pp. 87-88).

" In 1981, Cross conducted her stlidy on the “why” of participation as related to
sociodemographic characteristics such as age, sex, race, education, and income. In this
national study, Cross paid attention to the reasons people gave for additional learning,
and these reasons mainly centered around their life situations. For example:

People who do not have good jobs are interested in further education to get better
jobs, and those who have good jobs would like to advance them. Women,
factory workers, and the poorly educated, for example, are more likely to be
pursuing education in order to prepare for new jobs, whereas men,
professionals, and college graduates are more likely to be seeking advancement
in present jobs. Men are more interested in it than older people. Interest in job-
related goals begins to decline at age 50 and drops off sharply after age 60.
Those who are not currently participating in learning activities (most often the
economically disadvantaged and poorly educated) are even more likely to express
an interest in job-related education than are their more advantaged peers, who can

afford the luxury of education for recreation and personal satisfaction. (1981, pp.
90-91)
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Linda H. Lewis (1988), in her study of returning nontraditional female college
students, found several motivational factors for their participation. Some of these factors
included advanced technology, divorce, and the growth in one-parent and dual-career
households by women who had previously deferred career preparation, college, or
continuing edlication. Many women are becoming more politically conscious of a greater
need for self-awareness and a need to be self-supporting. These are also factors
“affecting women’s life patterns and spurred women’s participation in education and
work” (p.1).

Leonard (1994) conducted a research study on 23 nontraditional female students
taking part-time evening classes. These students were between the age of 23 and 51, with
the majority falling between 30 and 49. Her sample consisted of twelve married
participants, five divorced or separated, two single mothers, and four single participants
with no children. All of the women in this study classified themselves as working-class.

When these participants were asked what motivated them to return to education,
two categories were found: instrumental motivation and personal motivation. The four
single participants in her study fell into the instrumental category, as they were motivated
by the desire to change their careers or to enhance their present positions. The majority
of the remaining participants were motivated for personal reasons, to enhance their self-
confidence, or to fulfill a private Vchallenge. However, some of the married women in this
study returned to higher education to finish their education before having children, to
have children, to fill the gap created by children who are now independent, or to fill tﬁe

empty nest because their children are no longer in the home.
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In the past, the studies on why adults participate in education were generally
studied from a psychological perspective. The attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors were the
unit of analysis. However, Courtney (1991) found that this was not always the case. He
found earlier studies on participation in the 1920s through the 1960s which viewed adult
participation from a sociological perspective. These studies showed that:

Two of their most significant findings at this time were also findings of adult

education surveys. ... Forms of participation were interrelated and reflected

the hierarchical structure of the community. Those who turned up in some forms

of adult education could also be found in others. In a later study, London (1963)

spoke of this as a “general participation syndrome.” Social participation was also

bound up with socioeconomic status. It was highest among power and cultural
elite; the laboring classes tended to avoid formal associations when seeking
opportunities for learning and leisure; while the poorer and least-well-off classes
tended to shun even these less structured modes, effectively cutting themselves

off from any source of organization and power (Courtney, 1985, p. 132).

The sociological concepts and theories explaining why individuals participate in
education were reintroduced in recent research studies on adult participation in education.
“For the first time ever in the history of decennial handbooks of adult education, for
example, the 1990 edition has a chapter on The Sociology of Adult and Continuing
Education” ( Rubenson, 1989, as quoted in Merriam & Caffarella, 1991, p. 92). Keddie
(1980), Westwood (1980), Jarvis (1985), Quigley (1990), Courtney (1991), and others
have conducted sociological research studies on adults’ participation in education. The
studies of these individuals focused on the social factors related to participation. These |
studies looked at sociocultural variables such as material resources and the population
density that is a part of the governmental structure. “It is something that is clearly related
to both the individual's position in the social system and also his (her) position in the life

cycle” (Jarvis, 1985, 209). The learner “may well be constrained by social factors of

which he (she) is unaware, so that sociological correlations are important” (p. 210).
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Also, Jarvis (1985) identified six distinct patterns or functions which explained

adult participation from a sociological point of view.

1.

Reproduce and maintain the existing social system. Adult education, as other
forms of education, is meant to socialize its students into the system-to
perpetuate class differences.

Transmission of knowledge and reproduction of the culture. Adult education
reproduces the cultural system which, in itself, is a force for the retention of
the status quo rather than social change (p. 139).

Selection and advancement of individuals. Jarvis states that this function is
where social mobility is upward and generally is experienced by men and
younger adults, thus perpetuating society’s age and gender-based differences;
in other words maintaining the status quo (p. 140).

Second chance and legitimization — also reinforces the status quo “the
structures of the social system remain unquestioned while giving the
appearance of greater equality of opportunity” (p. 143).

Leisure-time pursuit and institutional expansion. Jarvis points out that this
function once again perpetuates the status quo. Only those who have access to
cultural capital — have the time and money to pursue leisure education (p.
147).

Development and liberation. At this level individuals were fitting “more
easily into the niche prepared for him (her)” (p. 148). What is key here is that
development and liberation are aims rather than consequences of adult
education.

These six functions as outlined by Jarvis (1985) adds a different view of why individuals

do or do not participate in adult education. Jarvis (1985) and others found a middle-class

bias in the majority of studies on adult participation. Further, the factors of age, sex, and

educational background that correlated with adult participation could lead to the

understanding of reproducing the division of labor in society.

When the focus is on social structure instead of individual needs and interests,

different reasons why adults do or do not participate in education and learning can be

discovered. In this regard, sociological, rather than psychological, explanations can be
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understood. The adult’s decision to participate in learning has less to do with individual

needs, but with their place in society and how their social experiences shaped their lives.

Andragogy

Over one hundred years ago Dewey wrote My Pedagogic Creed, which consisted
of five articles. In his first article, “What Is Education,” he discusses in specific details
the meaning of education and its importance for all citizens. He believed that:

...all education proceeds by the participation of the individual in the social

consciousness of the race. This process begins unconsciously almost at birth and

is  continually  shaping the individual’s powers, saturating his (her)
consciousness, forming his (her) habits, training his (her) ideas, and arousing his

(her) feelings and emotions. Through this unconscious education, the individual

gradually comes to share in the intellectual and moral resources which humanity

has succeeded in getting it together (Dewey, 1887, p. 3).

In Dewey’s view, education is a dichotomous relationship between student and
teacher. I interpret this statement to mean that individuals are social beings, and if we
leave out the student’s opportunity to participate in their own learning process, we are left
with a conglomerate of externally imposed models of learning.

Within many institutes of higher education, the teaching philosophy or pedagogy
within traditional learning environments is generally based on what Freire (1970) called
the “banking method.” This is where teachers make deposits and tell the students what
they want them to know. “Banking education” reduces education to an act of depositing,
in which the students are depositories and the teacher is the depositor” (p. 8). In this
educational environment the teacher only requires students to receive, file, store, and
regurgitate the information deposits students.

For many nontraditional female undergraduate students, learning in adulthood

brings to mind the scene of formal classroom settings. They envision the typical
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classroom environment where the professor stands behind a podium in front of the class
and delivers a lecture (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991). It is within this type of setting that
the instructor has total control over the planning and teaching/learning process. But is
this traditional setting the best for female adult learners? Many nontraditional students
bring understanding and experiences into the classroom. The traditional pedagogy leaves
the adult learner with no opportunity to utilize their experiences as a point of discovery.
The concept of andragogy can be traced back as far as 1833 to German educator
Alexander Knapp. Knapp believed that adults learned differently than children and,
therefore, a specific paradigm--andragogy-- was needed that would be unique to adult
learners. This concept of andragogy was unknown in the United States but became
popularized by the work of Malcolm Knowles. The work of Knowles in relation to
andragogy has made an impact in the field of adult education. He defines andragogy as
“the art and science of helping adults learn” (1970, p.38), and he contrasts this concept
with that of pedagogy which is just the opposite--a process of helping children to learn.
In The Modern Practice of Adult Education (1970) Knowles identified four important
assumptions about adult learners:
Andragogy is premised on at least four crucial assumptions about the
characteristics of adult learners that are different from the assumptions about child
learners, on which traditional pedagogy is premised. These assumptions are that,
as a person matures, (1) his (her) self-concept moves from one of being a
dependent personality toward one being a self-directed human being, (2) he (she)
accumulates a growing reservoir of experience that becomes an increasing
resource for learning, (3) his (her) readiness to learn becomes oriented
increasingly to the developmental tasks of his (her) social roles, and (4) his (her)
time perspective changes from one of postponed application of knowledge to
immediacy of application, and accordingly his (her) orientation toward learning
shifts from one of subject centeredness to one of problem centeredness. (1970, p.

39).

In 1980, Knowles critiqued and revamped his earlier four assumptions (1970) as
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follows:

1. Adults both desire and enact a tendency toward self-directedness as they
mature, though they may be dependent in certain situations.

2. Adults’ experiences are a rich resource for learning. Adults learn more
effectively through experiential techniques of education such as discussion
or problem-solving.
3. Adults are aware of specific learning needs generated by real life tasks or
problems. Adult education programs, therefore, should be organized
around “life application” categories and sequenced according to learners’
readiness to learn.
4. Adults are competency-based learners in that they wish to apply newly
acquired skills or knowledge to their immediate circumstances. Adults
are, therefore, “performance-centered” in their orientation to learning.
The first of these three characteristics are at the core of Knowles concept of
andragogy; that is, the attainment of adulthood is accompanied by adults viewing
themselves as self-directed beings. The concept of nontraditional students as self-
directing is based on the assumptions of the social roles performed by adults--spouse,
parent, worker, community volunteer, and citizen. Knowles reveals in his writings that
“the psychological definition of adulthood is the point at which individuals perceive
themselves to be essentially self-directing” (p. 46).

It was Knowles’ desire to provide adult education scholars and practitioners with
a theoretical framework to better understand how to educate mature adults. Knowles
believed that the theory of andragogy would provide such a framework. However, his
theory caused a lot of controversy among many scholars of adult education. Cross (1981)
in her text, Adults As Learners, provides a series of debates over whether andragogy is “a

learning theory (Knowles, 1978), a philosophical position (McKenzie, 1977), a political

reality (Carlson, 1979), or a set of hypotheses subject to scientific verification (Elias,
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1979)” (p. 225). Also, the awareness of andragogy has caused many adult educators
(Houle, 1972; Cross, 1981, Davenport & Davenport, 1985; Brookfield, 1986, Feuer &
Geber, 1988 and others) to take notice of the ideal of andragogy as a theory of adult
learners.

The theoretical model that Knowles outlines consists of designing and operating
comprehensive programs for adult learners. His model is geared towards a learner-
centered educational process instead of instructor-centered. One of the key factors in
Knowles’ model that is distinguished from other models is that the learner is viewed as a
mutual partner in the process. As Knowles (1980) states:

The ideal situation is when a group is small enough for all participants to be

involved in every aspect of planning every phase of the learning activity. The

teacher, of course, retains responsibility for facilitating the planning by
suggesting procedures and coordinating the process. With larger groups the ideal

situation can be approximated, however, by an imaginative use of subgroups (p.

226).

McKenzie (1977) views andragogy from a philosophical position and argues that
if it is not subjected to this analysis, the proponents and opponents of andragogy will
continue to “address the issue as if they were sitting around a cracker barrel” (p. 228).
He believes that those who do not see the difference between the education of children
and adults are basing their argument on classical metaphysics. Further, those who
support andragogy are viewing it from a phenomenological perspective. McKenzie
(1977) realizes that there are educational scholars on each side of this educational debate;
however, he sees andragogy as a more sophisticated philosophical analysis.

Carlson (1979) in “The Time of Andragogy” believes that adult education should

proceed along political lines, as the legal and educational rights of adults are different

than those of children:
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Politically it makes sense to set an age--12, 16, 18, 21, or 25--when one is
considered an adult with the rights and responsibilities of an adult. Whatever
age the societies establishes politically for adulthood is a reasonable age for most
members of that society to shift from engagement in pedagogy (education of
children) to involvement in andragogy (adult education). To allow educators to
“teach” adults on social psychological guidelines alone, including learning theory
and socialization theory, is a political act, in my view an unwise political act. (p.
595).
What Carlson is pointing out here is that there is a dichotomy between adults (voluntary
learning) and children (compulsory learning).
Elias (1979) takes the position that in order for andragogy to be considered an
educational theory it needs to be validated by empirical research. Thus far, from Elias’
standpoint, andragogy has little or no support from research. He further argues that

andragogy is but “...a helpful slogan in the adult education movement. Thus, it is not to

be taken seriously as educational theory” (p. 255).

Pedagogy Versus Andragogy
The educational model of pedagogy is considered the traditional model of
education that assigns the teacher full responsibility for the decision making and
planning, how materials will be learned, when it will be learned, and if it has been
learned. This traditional model of education is teacher-directed where the student
submissively follows the teacher’s instructions. This pedagogical model, as explained by
Knowles (1980, 1984), is based on several assumptions about students and learning;
namely:
1. The student depends on the teacher who has the full responsibility for
making all of the decisions related to the learning environment. Therefore,

the only role of the student is to submissively carry out the teacher’s
instructions.
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2. Students have little experience that is of any value as a resource for
learning; it is the experiences of the teachers and producers of classroom
materials and teaching aids that serve as the learning resources.

3. The readiness of the student depends upon what they are told that they
have to learn in order to advance to the next grade level, readiness is
largely a function of age.

4. Students have a subject-centered orientation to learning; they see learning
as acquiring subject-matter content. Therefore, learning experiences are
organized according to the logic of the subject-matter content.

5. Students are motivated to learn by external motivators such as, grades,
approval or disapproval from teachers, and pressure from parents (p. 8).

Also, in 1984, Knowles contrasted the assumptions of pedagogy and the andragogical
. model of nontraditional students.

1. The adult learner or nontraditional students are self-directed; they feel that
they are responsible for their own lives, which often times causes internal
conflict within educational settings.

2. The nontraditional student has both a greater volume and different quality
of experiences from youth. The longer we live, the more experience we
accumulate in our normal lives. The difference in quality of experiences
occurs in adulthood because adults perform a variety of social roles from
those of young people. Consequently, in reference to learning experiences,
adults are themselves the richest resources for one another.

3. Adults become ready to learn when they experience the need to know how
to do something in order to perform more effectively in some aspect of
their lives. Readiness, in this sense, is largely associated with the
developmental tasks of moving from one stage of development to another,
but any change is likely to set off a readiness to learn.

4 Adults are motivated to learn afier they experience a need in their life
situations; their orientation to learning is life centered, task centered or
problem centered.

5. Adults will respond to some external motivators such as job or an increase

in salary, but this model suggests that the more potent motivators are
internal. (p. 9).
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Further, Knowles (1975) outlined a five-step model of self-directed learning which came
out of his work on andragogy. These steps consists of:

Diagnosing learning needs.

Formulating learning goals.

Identifying human and material resources for learning.
Choosing and implementing appropriate learning strategies, and
Evaluating learning outcomes (pg. 8).

A

Knowles stresses that self-direction is not an isolated process but calls for
collaboration and support by the adult student, teachers, resource people, and peers
(1975). Specifically, he recommends that teachers of adults become primarily
facilitators of learning and assist learners to work their way through the learning process
from a procedural rather than a content point of view.

Knowles's (1970, 1975, 1984) ideas of andragogy versus pedagogy first appeared

win his text, The Modern Practice of Adult Education: Angragogy Versus Pedagogy.
(1970). 1In this text he presented these cbncepts as being different. That is, pedagogy is
the appropriate model to utilize when educating children, and andragogy as the preferred
model for adults. This dichotomous viewpoint caused many theorists and scholars of
adult education to question the significances of andragogy.

In Knowles’s (1970) major book that sets forth these assumptions about
andgragogy, he frequently refers to the “unique characteristics of adults as learners” and
to andragogy as a “comprehensive theory of adult learning” (p. 223). However,
according to Cross (1981), the concept of andragogy, in contrast to the traditional
pedagogy, appears difficult to maintain. Further, Cross (1981) goes on to say that she
could not understand if Knowles was advocating two separate approaches to teaching--

one strictly for children and another model specifically for adult learners. Or, could adult
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educational theorists assume that Knowles is advocating to replace pedagogy with
andragogy for adults, and perhaps for children. If so, thére would no longer be a theory
strictly for adult learners--“rather, a theory of instructions purporting to offer guidance to
teachers in general” (Houle, 1972; London, 1973; Elias, 1979; Davenport & Davenport,
1985). Many theorists believe that instead of a diverse relationship between andragogy
versus pedagogy, there needs to be an emphasis on unity (Houle, 1972; Day & Basket,
1972; Davenport, 1987). Houle (1972) was a student of Knowles and argued that
Knowles’ traits of andragogy could never be used as a theoretical framework to unify a
theory of adult learning because he believes that children and adults basically learn in the
same way.

Praﬁ (1984) argues that the ideas of andragogy, as an adult educational theory, are
more prescriptive, as it specifies learner’s social roles and instructional traits. He further
expresses that this is “dangerously subtle” (p. 149) as the language moves to a concept
that is a philosophically based concept to an empirically “valid theory of adult learning
held to apply across variations in context, goals, subject-matter, and types of learners”
(Brookfield, 1986, p. 95). Further, Pratt (1984) believed that if andragogy is to be viewed
as prescriptive, there needs to be empirical research to support whether or not it is indeed
a best “prescriptive practice.”

Harare (1984) identifies andragogy as a “descriptive construct” and criticizes it
for being unclear and even shaky as a theory for adult education. Harare (1984), like
McKenzie (1977), views andragogy as a philosophical construct, which is prescribed as

“good” practice in the field of adult education. Day & Basket believe that andragogy
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need not be viewed as a theory of adult learning and education, but as “an educational
ideology rooted in an inquiry-based learning and teaching paradigm” (1982, p. 150).

These criticisms that were raised by Houle (1972), Elias (1979), Day & Basket
(1982), Pratt (1984), and Harare (1984) imply that adult educational theorists should be
careful in considering whether or not to adopt andragogy as a theory for adult education
(Brookfield, 1986). Pratt (1984) cautions those adult educational theorists of the danger
of “ideologist andragogues” (p. 152), who raised what was a prescriptive injunction into
unchallegeable, empirically based generalizations. Also, Cross, Hartree, and Pratt
warned about the dangers of the uncritical acceptance of andragogy as an academic
orthodoxy and how it may emerge in the field of adult education (Brookfield, 1986).

Supporters of Knowles’ theses about andragogy as a tﬁeoretical model for adult
education believe that a different approach for adults and children is warranted
(McKenize, 1977, 1979). Yet, Lebel (1978) and Yeo (1982) agree with Knowles’
concept of andragogy and believe that andragogy could even go a step further. They
believe that not only do adult learners differ from children, but younger adults differ
considerably from older adults. Their concept could indeed call for another
classification, “gerogogy” or “eldergogy.” But opposers of this kind of thinking fear that
too much segmentation of education would not lead to a better understanding of how
adults learn.

Finally, Knowles (1980) gave up the idea that his concept of andragogy would
serve as a unifying theory or framework for adult education. He did acknowledge that it
is a method or an approach to adult learning. Further, andragogy and pedagogy are

parallel instead of dichotomous paradigms. However, he still believes that andragogy is
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an approach that is more suitable for adults and pedagogy is a better educational model
for children. Guglielmino (1977), Griffin (1983), Pratt (1984), and Davenport (1987)
were very critical of Knowles in his continual assumptions about the theoretical
significance of andragogy without support of empirical research.

Hartree (1984) also very strongly expressed her concerns about the sensibility
underlying the theory or practice of andragogy. She criticized Knowles’ assumption that
adult learners were self-directed. She concludes that Knowles’ assumption about adults
being self-directed is more of a pious hope than descriptive of how adults learn; instead
in her view, this assumption is more prescriptive. Cross (1981) and Clardy (1986) each
support Hartree’s views.

Although there is a series of debates around the concept of andragogy and its
significance in the field of adult education, significant attention was gained from
numerous practitioners and scholars. The following observation regarding angragogy by
Cross (1981) provides some very helpful insights:

Whether andragogy can serve as the foundation for a unifying theory of adult

education remains to be seen. At the very least, it identifies some characteristics

of adult learners that deserve attention. It has been far more successful than most
theories in getting the attention of practitioners, and it has been moderately
successful in sparking debate; it has not been especially successful, however, in

stimulating research to test the assumptions (pp. 227-228).

Further, Cross (1981) believes that andragogy has elevated the awareness of three central
questions:

(1) Is it useful to distinguish the learning needs of adults from those of children?

If so, are we talking about dichotomous differences or continuous differences? Or

both? (2) What are we really seeking? Theories of learning? Theories of teaching?

(3) Do we have, or can we develop, an initial framework on which successive

generations of scholars can build? Does andragogy lead to researchable questions
that will advance knowledge in adult education?
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Here, Cross (1981) is giving us a way out of this controversy--andragogy versus
pedagogy--and steering those, who are involved in the education of adults to move
beyond assumptions and focus on empirical research that will validate adult theory and

the practice of teaching adult students.

Facilitating Adult Learning

Facilitating adult learning is an alternative interpretation of andragogy.
Facilitators are sometimes referred to as andragogues (Knowles, 1984) who treat adult
students very different from the ways in which children are treated. Although there has
.been considerable debate regarding the soundness and epistemological validity about the
concept of andragogy as an adult education practice, the major focus of andragogy is the
concern for the capacity of adults being self-directed learners (Knowles, 1975;
Brookfield, 1985; Long & Associates, 1988). This concern for self-directedness has
caused many adult edﬁéational theorists to foster the concept of self-directedness as the
chief purpose of facilitation.

Facilitation has been defined as an artistic enterprise which can never be reduced
to a specific set of rules that is applied to vall learning environments (Hostler, 1982; Lenz,
1982). Tough (1979) views facilitation as the process of helping, as facilitators have high
regards for the learners’ ability to plan and engage in equal dialogue with facilitators.
Brookfield (1986) in his text, Understanding and Facilitating Adult Learning, informs
his readers on the importance of incorporating elements of challenge, confrontation, and
critical analysis of the self and society within the concept of facilitation. Further,
Brookfield along with Galbraith (1991) argues that facilitating is a transactional process

in which the personalities, philosophies, and priorities of the facilitators and participants
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interact continuously to influence the nature, direction, and form of the desired learning.
“In an effective teaching-learning transaction, all participants learn; no one member is
regarded as having a monopoly on insight, and dissension and criticism are regarded as
inevitable and desirable elements of the process” (Brookfield, 1986, p. 24). This type of
active and collaborative learning process has been recognized by others such as Dewey
(1916), Lindeman (1926), Bryson (1936), Bereguin (1967), Rogers (1969), Freire (1970),
Houle (1972), Kidde (1973), Knowles (1980), Knox (1980, 1986), Brookfield (1986),
Daloz (1986), Marsick (1987), Galbraith (1990a), and others. The transactional concept
is not a theory, but a practice that facilitators and learners can utilize to make the
experience a rewarding, meaningful, and a cooperative activity. The descriptive features
of the transactional process include collaboration, support, respect, freedom, equality,
critical reflection, critical analysis, challenge, and praxis (Galbraith, 1991).

Brookfield (1986) identifies six brinciples for effective practice for facilitating
adult learning. First, participation is g/oluntary, and facilitators do not have to deal with
defiance, opposition, and/or indifference between learners. Secondly, mutual respect is
stressed; good facilitation is characterized by respect for participants’ uniqueness, self-
worth, and separateness. Third, a collaborative spirit is essential, as participants work
together to explore issues and concerns and then collaborate on the results of their
explorations-along with the facilitator. Fourth, the facilitator must allow participants to
focus on action and reflection, where the facilitator utilizes the concept of praxis set forth
by Dewey (1916), Neill (1960) and Freire (1970). This process focuses on the need for
the educational activity to engage the adult learner in a process of continuous

investigation and exploration, followed by action, then followed by reflection on the
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specific action decided on by participants. According to Brookfield (1986), “this means
that explorations of new ideas, skills, or bodies of knowledge do not take place in a
vacuum but are set within the context of learners’ past, current, and future experiences”
(p. 16).

Critical reflection is the fifth process by which the facilitator develops within the
learners heightened sense of the need for critical awareness, where the adult learner is
able to critically question, examine, and assess any assumptions underlying the
acquisition of skills or bodies of knowledge (Brookfield, 1986, p. 17). The sixth and last
principle of effective facilitation calls for the facilitator to be responsible in assisting
adults in becoming self-directed learners. Using this process, the facilitator provides
learners wi;ch alternatives to their present way of thinking, behaving, and living. “Adults
who engage in this kind of double-loop learning in which they reflect critically on their
assumptions and try to imagine -alternatives are fully autonomous, self-directed learners.
Such adults are likely to be involved in a continual reinterpretation, re-negotiation, and
re-creation of their personal relationships, work lives, and social structures” (Brookfield,
1986, p. 19-20).

Andragogues or facilitators stress the democratic and student-centered nature of
their practice. In other words, facilitators do not direct adult learners; they assist them in
becoming fully functioning adults. This view of facilitation emphasizes the primacy of
the learner and grants substantial control to learners and places the learner directly in the
context of the learners’ own experiences.

According to Merriam & Cunningham (1989), there are varying interpretations of

facilitation which is situated within three distinct paradigms: the behaviorist, the
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humanist, and the critical. I believe that this concept of facilitation could also be
considered a process of improvisation. I define improvisation as a unique blend of
~ experiences, knowledge, and minds coming together to develop an idea, which leads to
transformation as a consequence of sincere exchange. When adult learners engage in
improvisation, their creative energies emerge from the minds of those involved. This
takes place when they are brought together for a specific purpose such as probing for
deeper meanings, examining other points of view, and gaining new insights or
knowledge. Facilitation, in this sense, can provide each individual an opportunity to
dialogue and share information which leads to the emergence of new knowledge and

understanding.

The Behaviorist Paradigm

According to the work of Skinner (1971), the ultimate goal of education is to
convey the concept that beﬁavior will ensure survival of the human species, societies, and
individuals. Behaviorism has been considered one of the foundational models for the
largest segment of adult education, mainly job and skills training. The behaviorist
paradigm is prevalent in occupational and professional programs. Srinivasan (1977) had

noted the following characteristics in reference to the behaviorist paradigm:

1. Objectives must be clearly stated in specific and measurable behavior
terms.

2. The learning tasks must be analytically designed in relation to desired end
behaviors.

3. Content must be broken into small steps that are easy to master. These

steps must be designed to encourage self-instruction and require an overt
response by the learner (for example, filling in the blanks or selecting a
response from multiple options).
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4. The materials should provide a means for immediate feedback so that the
adult learner will know if his (her) response was correct and so that he
(she) can be aware of the pace of his (her) progress.

5. The subject matter and activities must adhere to a set sequence and
process conducive to mastery.

6. The successful completion of each step and the choice of steps must
provide its own reward or incentive.

7. The responsibility for ensuring that learning takes place must rest with the
materials themselves as learning instruments and not with any instructor,
leader, or helper (p. 12).

It is the role of the facilitator to develop an environment that evokes the
appropriate behavior to meet specific goals and objectives. These instructional designs
which include programmed instruction, computer-assisted instruction, and competency-
based education, are types of programs that are grounded in behaviorism (Merriam &
Caffarella, 1991). According to Cross (1981), the behavioral paradigm works well with
adult vocational education and skills training. The application of the behaviorist

paradigm has been observed in many sectors of adult education, such as the armed forces,

nursing and health education, and training within business and industry (Merriam &

Cunhingham, 1988).

The Humanistic Paradigm

The humanistic paradigm is founded on the work of humanistic psychologists,
Allport, 1955; Rc;gers (1961); Maslow, (1968), and the work of Malcolm Knowles
(1984), comprises several assumptions regarding teaching and learning that has
influenced the field of adult education. Rogers’ (1961) principles of significant learning

and Maslow’s (1968) views have been interwoven into much of adult learning theory.
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Knowles’ theory (1970, 1975, 1980, 1984) on andragogy and much of the
research and writing on self-directed learning are grounded in the humanistic paradigm of
adult education. This perspective of facilitation has the potential for designing a true
learning environment since “there is a natural tendency for people to learn and that
learning will flourish if nourishing, encouraging environments are provided” (Cross,
1981, p. 228). From a learning theory perspective, the humanistic paradigm focuses on
the student’s perception that is centered on experience and the appreciation of freedom
and responsibility that accompanies the confidence derived from establishing a sense of
self-empowerment.

This particular view of adult education is rooted in the concept of partnership,
where the instructor and student work together in a dichotomous relationship to meet
stated goals and objectives, rather than an authoritarian transmission of knowledge from
the depositor to the ignorant, empty receptacle (Freire, 1970). It is the responsibility of
the facilitator to assist learners in their quest for self-actualization by helping adults to
realize their deeply felt needs.

Merriam & Cunningham (1989) warns facilitators that there is an inherent danger
in this paradigm, as it causes a tendency to think that “educational encounters should
resemble a trouble-free voyage along a smoothly flowing river of increasing self-
actualizing, with no whirlpools or eddies of conflict, self-doubt, anxiety, or challenges”
(p. 204).

There were two critical assumptions embedded within this paradigm by Merriam
& Cunningham (1989) and Merriam & Caffarella (1991). The first problem or

contradiction revealed around the issue of interpretation of a good facilitator is one who
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pleases the learners by meeting their declared needs in the manner requested by the
learners. The second is that learners are always the best judges of their own interests.
One problem with these two assumptions is that the role of the educational facilitator
could be reduced to a customer- service manager whose job is determined by the desires
of the learners. In this situation, the facilitators would have to quell their ideas and
insights so that they could meet the learners’ declared wants. A good facilitator, from
this perspective, is one who only tries to please learners (Cross, 1981; Brookfield, 1987,
Merriam & Cunningham, 1989; Galbraith, 1991; and Merriam & Caffarella, 1991).

This, then, becomes an unacceptable outcome for the role of facilitators--that of
making it easier for adult learners. This type of “good” facilitator helps the learner to
remain within their own narrow range of perceptions and interpretations. According to
Meyers (1986) and Brookﬁ‘eld (1987), it is an important task of the facilitator to provide
an environment that encourages adult léamers to explore alternatives to their present

ways of thinking and acting.

The Critical Paradigm

The last facilitation paradigm is the critical model which uses the work of Freire
as a framework for adult education. The major focus of this facilitation model is to
encourage adult learners to become critical evaluators of the values, beliefs, and
ideologies that they have uncritically assimilated from the dominant culture (Heaney,
1981; Mezirow, 1983; Shor, 1987). Facilitators using this critical view stress the need to
understand that soéial and politically-held values and beliefs are contextually created,
and these values and beliefs serve the interests of the dominant group within society

(Daloz, 1986, Shor & Freire, 1987). Facilitators use dialogue between themselves and
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adult learners as they converse about experiences, expectations, perspectives, and values.
During this process, the facilitator challenges adult learners to interpret their experiences
in different ways. The facilitator’s job is to help adult learners become critical thinkers
who can engage themselves in the process of inventing and reinventing their
occupational, personal, social and political worlds (Freire, 1971; Mezirow, 1981,
Merriam & Cunningham, 1989).

There have been several critiques of this critical paradigm, and two distinct
problems were found. First, those under oppression are generally not aware of their
condition and blame themselves for their plight. They are not yet capable of connecting
their personal troubles to larger social forces and structures. Making this connection is a
major objéctive for those practitioners of adult education (Brookfield, 1986, 1987).
Secondly, there is an unrecognizable bias that is emphasized within this paradigm, that of
adult students as inherently critical thinkers and who possess a higher critical awareness.
Those facilitators who utilize this paradigm take a self-evident view that learners who are
critically aware learners tend to align themselves with leftist political values. In essence,
those adult learners who become aware of their oppressive reality will commit
themselves to social movements that will challenge and try to change the hegemonic
ideology of the status quo. This is one possible scenario, but according to Merriam &
Cunningham, (1989), it is not inevitable. Adult learners may perceive how the dominant
ideology is used to maintain inequality, and:

Further, the adult learners can also perceive how power relationships operate to

maintain this inequality and decide to join the oppressive class, or he (she) may

simply refuse to acknowledge the truth of this reality and identify those engaged

in promoting this interpretation as unpatriotic subversives (Merriam &
Cunningham, 1989, p. 206).
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In sum, adult learners can be locked within a sense of false consciousness and not
be able to understand the reality of their own social positions; therefore, they are not able

" to work towards social change.

Feminist Pedagogy
Problem-posing education is revolutionary futurity.
Hence it is prophetic (and, as such, hopeful). Hence,
it affirms women and men as beings that transcend them-
selves, who move forward and look ahead, for whom
immobility represents a fatal threat, for whom looking at the
past must only be a means of understanding more clearly what
and who they are so that they can more wisely build the future.
Paulo Freire (1970) :

Feminist pedagogy, as it has developed in the United States provides, a historical
example of critical pedagogy in practice. One of the intellectual roots of feminist
pedagogy lies in the life-long work of Brazilian educator Paulo-Freire. His work
emerged from a vision of education as the means to uncover and challenge structures
within the educational system that work to maintain the class boundaries that oppress and
repress certain groups of people (hooks, 1994; Holland, Blair & Sheldon, 1995).

According to bell hooks (1994), who is committed to feminist pedagogy, the
experiences of both feminist pedagogy and Freirean pedagogy converge as they both
provide a critical view of traditional educational practices. Both feminist pedagogy and
Freirean pedagogy rest on visions of social transformation, which lies beneath the
common assumptions concerning oppression, consciousness, and historical change.

These two pedagogical ideologies affirm the existence of oppressions in people’s

material conditions of existence and as a part of consciousness. Both of these ideologies
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rest on a view of consciousness as more than a sum of dominating discourses. They
contain within them a critical capacity for what Antonio Gramsci (1971) called “good
sense.” Both perspectives see human beings as subjects and actors in history, each
holding a strong commitment to justice, a vision of a better world, and the potential for
liberation (Freire, 1971; Shore & Freire, 1997, Orner, 1992).

In his clas‘sic text, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1971), Freire presents the
epistemological basis for his pedagogy and discusses the concepts of oppression
conscientization, that is, coming to a consciousness of oppression and a commitment to
end that oppression. Freire’s epistemology also focuses on the concepts of dialogue
(feminist use the concept of voice) and liberation, along with oppression.
Conscientization, oppression, dialogue, and liberation are at the heart of Freire’s
pedagogical project (Middleton, 1993; Holland, Blair & Sheldon, 1995). Basic to the
Freirean method of conscientization is the belief in the ability of all people to be knowers
and to read both the word and the world. In Freirean pedagogy, it is through the
interrogation of their own experiences that the oppressed will come to an understanding
of their own power as knowers and creators of the world, this knowledge will contribute
to the transformation of their world (Freire, 1971; Luke & Gore, 1992; hooks, 1993).

Like Freirean pedagogy, feminist pedagogy is based on the assumptions of the
power of raising others’ consciousness, the existence of oppression and the possibility of
ending it, and the desire for social transformation. But in its historical development,
feminist pedagogy has revealed the shortcomings that emerge in the attempt to enact a
pedagogy that assumes universal experiences and abstract goals. Also, feminist

pedagogy, like Freirean pedagogy, is grounded in a vision of social change. And, like
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Freirean pedagogy, feminist pedagogy rests on truth claims of the primacy of experience
and consciousness that are grounded in historically situated social change movements.
Key to understanding the methods and epistemological claims of feminist pedagogy is an
understanding of its origins in more grassroots political activity, particularly the
consciousness raising groups of the women’s liberation movement of the late 1960s and
1970s.

One of the principles of feminist education and pedagogy is based on the Freirean
concept of liberation, although feminist theorists expanded and enriched Freire’s model.
Feminist pedagogy embraces the critical and activist-proponents of the Freirean model of
education. They expanded on his vision by considering not only the class and race
aspects of knowledge production and dissemination, but also the gender aspects as well
as the intersections of these categories in people’s lives. Feminist epistemology waﬁt
students to do more than just master knowledge discourse and converse about the process
of knowledge production, but to focus on social change. Students need to be situated in
an environment that allows them to critique the unequal social relations that undergird the
dominant social order and to ask why these circumstances exist and to ask what can be
done about them. In order for liberatory goals to be met and realized, feminist educators
must develop a classroom structure that is explicitly designed to empower students to
apply their learning to social action and transformation. This type of process will help
students to recognize their ability to act and create a more humane social order and
become effective voices of change within the larger social world (Romney, Tatum &

Jones, 1992; Schniedewind, 1993; hooks, 1994; Mayberry, 1999).
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According to a study conducted by Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, Tarule (1986,
1997), Women's Ways of Knowing, focused on how women returning to higher education
learn within the educational environment. They identified three perspectives on how
women learn. The first deals with the concept of voice, where women have the
opportunity to articulate their own sense of self. The second perspective is connected
knowing and how it influences both the way the individual reasons and what she
experiences as important in her learning environment. The third perspective is that of the

student’s developmental position which influences how she learns and understands what

knowledge is, how she relates to teachers and peers and how she experiences her
purposes in becoming educated. Regardless of her particular history, each re-entry female
student needs to develop a sense of her own power as a student, and as a knower and
acquire an understanding of and control over her learning and know how to set realistic
and articulated goals for what she wants fo learn. According to Belenky and others, these
three perspectives can help those who educate nontraditional female students to explore
how they make meaning of the learning process. And, as these nontraditional students
gain a voice, they in turn gain confidence in themselves as knowers with the capacity to
articulate and discuss ideas.

Belenky and colleagues (1986, 1997) conduc‘ted in-depth intewiewé of 135
women, “based on the theoretical and empirical work of Perry, Kohlberg, & Gilligan” (p.
14), which grouped women’s perspectives of knowing into five major categories:

1. Silence — a position in which women experience themselves as mindless

and voiceless subjects to the whims of external authority. They are
passive, feel incompetent, and are defined by others.
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2. Received knowledge — a perspective from which women conceive of
themselves as capable of receiving, even reproducing, knowledge from the
all-knowing external authorities but not capable of creating knowledge on
their own. They listen to the voices of others; their world is literal and
concrete, good or bad.

3. Subjective knowledge — a perspective from which truth and knowledge are
conceived of as personal, private, and subjectively known or intuited. The
focus of truth shifts to the self; intuition is valued over logic and
abstraction; here women begin to gain a voice. Half the women in the
study were in this category.

4 Procedural knowledge — a position in which women are invested in
learning and applying objective procedures for obtaining and
communicating knowledge. This position takes two forms: separate
knowing--the self is separate from the objects of discourse, making it
possible to doubt and reason,--and connected knowing--there is intimacy
and equality between the self and the object of discourse, based on
empathetic understanding.

5. Constructed knowledge — a position in which women view all knowledge
as contextual, experience themselves as creators of knowledge and value
both subjective and objective strategies for learning. This stage is
characterized by the development of an authentic voice. (Belenky &
Colleagues 1986, p. 15).

Theorists of feminist pedagogy have envisioned students acquiring a voice,

“_..valuing women’s experiences inside the classroom, and the disruption of

power hierarchies which have kept women silent” (Culley, 1985, p. 213). Critical

theorists of pedagogy:
argue that the language of schooling and everyday life has to provide
teachers and students with the skills they will need to locate themselves in
history, find their own voice, and establish the convictions and
compassion necessary for exercising civic courage, taking risks, and
furthering the habits, customs and social relations essential to democratic
public forms (Freire & Giroux, 1989, p. viii).

This concept of critical reflection of feminist pedagogy is tied to the theoretical

concerns of feminist theory which works to uncover, understand, and transform gender,
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race, and class oppression and domination. Feminist pedagogy is committed to the
development of critical consciousness empowering students to apply learning to social
action and social transformation.

In her book Teaching to Transgress, bell hooks (1994) presents the educator with

the possibility that education truly can be fun as well as exciting when we engage
students and value their presence. With this type of engaged pedagogy, everyone--
teacher and‘ students--can make an impact on the classroom dynamics by recognizing that
the teacher, as well as the students, have something to contribute to the teaching/learning
process. “Seeing the classroom as a communal place enhances the likelihood of
collective in creating and sustaining a learning community” (pg. 8). In this communal
classroom, everyone’s “voice” and everyone’s experiences canibe used as a way to create
knowledge, thus, transgressing boundaries that would go beyond rote memorization and
“assist students in critical reflection about themselves and the world. I believe that this
type of learning can benefit women as they begin to make connections with their own
lives, if they are able to become more engaged in their teaching/learning process.

There have been numerous proponents of feminist and critical pedagogical
thought and practices, and these critical epistemologies have been critiqued. These
arguments are concerned about the validity or the possibility of such critical pedagogical
praxis. One school of criticism argues that the assumptions, goals, and pedagogical
practices fundamental to the literature on critical pedagogy and feminist pedagogy that
advocate empowerment dialogue, student voice, and even the term “critical” are mere
myths. Myths that tend to only perpetuate relations of domination (Ellsworth, 1992;

Middleton, 1993; Welch, 1994; Kramer-Dahl, 1996). According to Ellsworth:

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



46

_.when participants in our class attempted to put into practice prescriptions

offered in the literature concerning empowerment, dialogue and student voice, we

produced results that were not only unhelpful, but actually exacerbated the very

conditions we were trying to work against, including Eurocentrism,

racism,sexism, classism, and “banking education” (Ellsworth, 1992, p. 91).
Ellsworth (1992) goes on to say that this ideal of “critical” or “feminist” pedagogues
leads to reproductive relations of domination in classrooms, and repress students instead
of liberating. them from the status quo.

Within the field of feminist and critical pedagogy, a central question has arisen,
“What diversity do we silence, in the name of “liberatory” pedagogy?” (Ellsworth, 1992,
p. 91). In a call for “critical” reflection and interrogation, other central questions arise as
well, mainly how is such a critical investigation possible, if only marginal voices and
texts are authorized in the context of the classroom? Luke, Freebody, & Gilbert (1991)
have argued that without reading these voices and texts against the more dominant,

- canonical ones, how can the various reading positions and practices be made apparent to-
students? Considering all of these issues carefully, it becomes obvious that feminist and
critical pedagogues and its teachers often overestimate their transformative powers, thus,
making the liberatory classroom an accomplice in the creation of a false metaphysics
(Ellsworth, 1992; Luke & Gore, 1992; Luke, 1996).

Experience is understood as a transparent window on reality to enable students to
understand experience in such non-essentialist terms is difficult, and even more so if
one’s classroom effectively separates minority students and texts from dominant Anglo-
American ones (Ellsworth, 1992). This type of feminist and critical pedagogy can create

classroom situations which Fuss (1989) described as “one downed” each other on the

oppressive scale. The minority and female students view themselves in this situation as
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the ones with superior inside-knowledge of more authentically experienced oppressions,
relegating the white students to marginal observer status, with no legitimate contributions
of their own to offer (Luke, 1994). With the female and minority students all of a sudden
reconstructed as the more privileged and dominant, many have discovered that there is
also the recognition that this moving to the center is located in a different and separate
space from the centrality white students usually occupied. Mohanty (1990, p. 195) has
characterized the affect of this oppositional arrangement in the liberatory classroom:
Potentially this implicitly binary construction [female versus male; minority
students versus white students] undermines the understanding of the complication
that students must take seriously in order to understand “difference” as historical
and relational. Co-implication refers to the idea that all of us . . .share certain
histories as well as certain responsibilities: ideologies of race define both white
and black peoples, just as gender ideologies define both women and men. Thus,
while “experience” is an enabling focus in the classroom, unless it is explicitly
understood as historical, contingent, and the result of interpretation, it can
coagulate into frozen, binary, psychologistic positions.
Mohanty is telling us to be conscious of the “liberatory” classroom because it would

cause further separation between minority students and white students, and it can also

differentiate minority students from each other.

The Issue of Race
Because racism, sexism, and elitism are continually reflected and reinforced in the
system of higher education, many Black.women (and women of color) feel isolated and
alienated. They feel that they are largely ignored, misunderstood, and unable to identify
with other students, staff, and professors. Consequently, their experiences are not merely
influenced by gender issues, but racism and classism play an important role as well.
Within institutions of higher education, there is a feeling of isolation and

alienation which Black women (and other women of color) experience. They feel that
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they are largely ignored, misunderstood, and they are unable to identify with other
students, staff, and professors. Consequently, their experiences are distinctive because
they represent multiple forms of oppression rather than simply sexual oppression.

Feminist scholars refer to these multiple forms of oppression as “triple jeopardy.”
The concept of triple jeopardy is merely one form of discrimination constructed on
another form of discrimination, thus, making the educational experiences of Black
women very complex and conflictual. Many Black women experience the dynamics of
triple jeopardy--racism, sexism, and classism—simultaneously and not as independent
processes standing alone, but in relation to each other (Smith & Steward, 1983; King,
1990, and others). Henry (1994) said that: ‘“consequently, racial and sexual
discrimination (and sometimes classism) are inseparable issues for Black women in
higher education, whether they are members of staff and/or the student body, or the
subject of analysis” (p. 45).

Ellsworth, (1992) in her article, “Why Doesn’t This Feel Empowering,” found it
difficult for women of color to prioritize their expressions of racial privilege and
oppression when such prioritizing threatens the perpetuation of their gender oppression.
International students, Black or White, found it difficult to blend their voices with
students of color from the United States when it meant subordination of their oppressions
as people living under U.S. policies and for whom English was a second language (p.
104). She also found that it was difficult for Asian American women to join their voices
with other women of color because they wanted to keep their issues at the forefront as

Asian Americans. Also, within the academy, many women of color are asked to speak
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for their race/ethnicity, as if they know about all individuals within their specific group
and their views.

The literature makes several assumptions about the silence of women within the

<«

academy; it refers to such terms as “lost voice,” “voicelessness,” or a lack of social

identity in reference to gender, race, and class biases. It is worth quoting bell hooks at
length about the myth of the silence of subordinated groups:

Within feminist circles silence is often seen as the sexist defined “right speech of
womanhood” — the sign of women’s submission to patriarchal authority. This
emphasis on women's silence may be an accurate remembering of what has taken
place in the households of women from WASP backgrounds in the United States
but in Black communities (and in other diverse ethnic communities) women have
not been silent. Their voices can be heard. Certainly for Black women our
struggle has not been to emerge from silence to speech but to change the nature
and directions of our speech. To make a speech that compels listeners, one that is
heard . . . Dialogue, the sharing of speech and recognition, took place not between
mother and child or mother and male authority figure, but with other Black
women. 1 can remember watching, fascinated, as our mother talked with her
mother, sisters, and women friends. The intimacy and intensity of their speech-the
satisfaction they received from talking to one another, the pleasure, the joy. It was
in this world of woman speech, loud talk, angry words, women with tongues
sharp, tender sweet tongues, touching our world with their words; that I made
speech my birthright-and the right to voice, to authorship, a privilege I would not
be denied. It was in that world and because of it that I came to dream of writing,
to write (1989, p. 124).

Women and men of color, white women, individuals that are impoverished,
disabled, and those who are gay and lesbians are not silenced the way it is portrayed in
the literature on critical bedagogy. “They are not talking in their authentic voices, or they
are declining/refusing to talk at all to critical educators who have been unable to
acknowledge the presence of knowledge that are challenging and most likely inaccessible
to their own social positions” (Ellsworth, 1994, p. 104).

The literature on critical pedagogy and some of the feminist pedagogical writings

have failed to comprehend the issues of trust, risk, and the operations of fear around the
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issues of identity and politics in the classroom. Thus, feminist trained practitioners will
continue to fail to loosen the deep-seated, self-interested investments in unjust relations

of, for example, gender, ethnicity, and sexual orientation (Ellsworth, 1994).

The Chilly Climate for Women

The Project on the Status and Education of Women of the Association of
American Colleges compiled the results from several studies and produced two volumes
entitled: The Classroom Climate: A Chilly One For Women by Sandler & Hall (1982);
and Sexism in the Classroom From Grade School to Graduate School by Sadker &
Sadker (1986). This project’s results revealed in extraordinary detail the numerous ways
that the classroom environment within various educational levels has diminished the
development of a sense of self in girls and women. All teachers are By no means guilty of
the demeaning behavior or treatment that this report describes; however, it is widespread
and pervasive.

The report showed that even those faculty and administrators who are concerned
about equity inadvertently treat women in subtle ways that are different from that of men.
And in many instances they are not aware of these occurrences. In fact, the lack of
awareness is what makes the behavior and its impact so insidious. For example,
instructors, both men and women, call on male students more frequently than females.
By giving more attention to male students in the classroom, a climate is unintentionally
created that can interfere with the development of women’s self-confidence and academic
participation (Sandler & Hall, 1982; Sadker & Sadker, 1986). These behaviors may be

small and are even considered “trivial,” but when trivial instances continue to happen
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again and again, they can express underlying expectations and a certain discomfort in
interacting with women.

According to Sandler & Hall (1982), in many instances when a female is the first
of her sex or race to go to college, three consequences tend to apply to women. One, the
person is placed under a microscope and everyone is focusing on that individual. They
are concerned abo;Jt the person’s behavior and/or attitude within the academic setting.
Two, as a woman and/or person of color, the individual is not allowed any margin of
error. And three, the person is always made to feel as though her achievements are not
based on merit, but on her gender and/or race.

Also, since women are considered as outsiders, this type of pressure alone is
enormous, especially when a woman is the only woman in a given situation. Therefore,
she would be called upon to be the “woman.” In other words she would speak from the
woman’s perspective, as if she knew all women and their points of view. Women of
color are in double jeopardy (and at times triple jeopardy), for they experience adverse
treatment because of their race, gender, and/or class. Faculty, administrators, staff, and
even students may interpret the student’s behavior in light of racial stereotypes; for
example, the silence of Black women could be interpreted as “sullenness,” or for
Hispanic women as “passivity” (Bartky, 1996). Black women have reported that they are
either considered academically incompetent or academically brilliant “exceptions.” Or,
women of color are singled out in ways that underscores their belongingness, by being
asked to speak on issues relating to their race/ethnic points of view, rather than their own

personal points of view.
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College instructors are more inclined to be mentors for men rather than women;
they are also more likely to select a man for teaching and research assistantships. Also,
womén’s participation within academe is often looked upon as not being serious. These
observations are becoming more noticeable, and many female students are able to detect
overt sexism witﬁin the classroom (Sandler & Hall, 1982; Sadker. & Sadker, 1986,
Bartky, 1996).

The research results of the studies mentioned also emphasized how this intense
environment can leave many female students with feelings of self-doubt and concerns
about their abilities. For example, nontraditional female students may experience low
self-esteem in comparison with male students. Females may also have less confidence in
their judgments and interactions with faculty and other students than their male
counterparts (Mitchell & Starr, 1971; Sandler & Hall, 1982).

Sadker & Sadker (1986) outlined four specific conclusions of their study on the
“chilly climate” for women. They noted that: |

1. Instructors are unaware of the presence or the impact of this type of bias.

2. . Male students are given more attention from teachers and are given more
time to talk in the classroom.

3. Training can reduce or eliminate sex bias from classroom instruction.

4. Equity in classroom interaction can increase the effectiveness of
instructors. Equity and effectiveness are not competing concerns; they are
complimentary (p. 512).

Pascarella & Terenzini (1991) discussed the institutional climate for women and

minorities. Their study pointed out that evidence suggested that women’s colleges tend

to enhance the educational attainment for women. Also, the evidence supports the claim
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that a woman’s college provides a uniquely supportive climate for women (both
students/faculty) in a wide range of intellectual and social leadership roles.

Also, a woman’s college provides women with a sense of belongingness where
they do not feel isolated and alienated from their academic pursuits. They also cited
similar results about historically Black colleges. They found evidence to supporf the
claim that Black students who attend predominantly white colleges and universities
experience “social isolation, alienation, personal dissatisfaction, and overt racism more
than their Black counterparts at historically Black institutions” (Pascarella & Terenzini,
1991, pp. 383-384). Also, they found that those Black students who attended historically
Black colleges were less likely to drop out of college. Therefore, the chilly institutional
environment became a barrier to their academic success when attending co-educational
institutional and predominately white institutions. Pascarella & Terenzini (1991) also,
discussed how this chilly environment-for women and minority students produces a
powerful need for them to band together for psychological and social support for one
another. This defense mechanism has proven to be a tacit defense against hostility,
especially that from white faculty, students, and staff.

Townsend, Guyden, Hutcheson, Laden, Pavel, ahd Wolf-Wendel in their article
“Beyond a Distinctive Student Body: Possibilities for Practice,” discussed the impact of
the historical legacy of colleges and universities and how these impact women and
minorities. They believed that an institution’s climate consists of four dimensions:

(1) An institution’s historical legacy of inclusion or exclusion of various
social/ethnic groups (gender), (2) its structural diversity in terms of
numerical representations of various racial/ethnic (gender) groups, (3) the
psychological climate of perceptions and attitudes between and among

groups, and (4) and the behavioral climate dimension, characterized by inter-
group relations on campus (p. 232).
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These inclusions refer to colleges and universities that historically were created to
educate women and/or minorities. In contrast, predominantly white colleges and

universities have a legacy of overt exclusion for women and minorities.

Barriers Confronting Nontraditional Students

Several researchers have conducted studies on the barriers to adult learning. The
majority of these studies asked people directly through interviews or questionnaires to
identify barriers to learning. One study focused on what people do rather than what they
say. If, for example, researchers want to know how important cost is as a barrier, they
might observe the impact of raising or lowering fees or of negotiating educational
benefits into union contracts for workers. Another set of studies used hypotheses about
barriers and tested them through experimental design. For example, researchers
advanced the hypothesis that unpleasant early school experiences are a major deterrent to
adult participation in learning activities. An experimental design to test the hypothesis
involved devising a measure of “unpleasant school experience” and a measure of “adult
participation” and determining the relationship between the two learning activities
(Cross, 1981; Merriam & Caffarella, 1991).

According to Cross (1981), many nontraditional students cited cost as one barrier
in reference to tuition, books, transportation, and lost time from work. Cross (1974,
1981); Knows (1980), Merriam & Caffarell (1991) found that many nontraditional female
students experienced time as a barrier when trying to balance home and work

responsibilities.  Corss & Zusman (1977) and Cross (1979, 1981) classified barriers
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affecting nontraditional students into three distinct categories--situational, institutional

and dispositioanl barriers.

" Situational Barriers

Situational barriers are those arising from one’s situation in life at any given time.
Lack of time due to job and home responsibilities, for example, deters large numbers of |
potential learners in the 25 to 45 year-old age groups. Lack of money is a problem for
young people and those from low-income backgrounds. Lack of child care is a major
problem for young parents, and transportation can cause situational barriers for
geographically is.olated and physically handicapped learners. (Cross & Zusman 1979;
Cross 1981; Merriam & Caffarella 1991).

In a number of research studies, situational barriers were more often than not at
the top of the list. Ten percent listed situational factors such as child care or
transportation; about 50 percent mentioned cost or lack of time as a major drawback to
educational participation. By a substantial margin, time and cost of an education was the
leading situational barrier. Ironically, individuals who have the time for learning, lack
the finances. Those individuals who are from middle and upper-class families were less
likely to mention cost, in comparison to those individuals from low income backgrounds
(Johnstone & Rivera, 1965). According to Cross (1981) public funding supports about
one-third of Black learners, and employers are providing educational costs for one-third
of white males, leaving White females to be supported by their families or themselxl/es
(Boaz, 1978, p. 73). In most of the studies on situational barriers, women were more

likely to cite cost as a major barrier.
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Lack of time to pursue educational attainment is mentioned more often for
individuals in their 30s and 40s than younger or older nontraditional students. Those
individuals who are highly educated within the higher income bracket are less likely to be
concerned with time than those who are poorly educated and with lower incomes (Cross
& Zusman, 1979). Other barriers consist of child care and lack of transportation. Lack
of child care and iack of funds to pay for child care provided problems for women
between the ages of 18 and 40 years of age (Cross, 1981). Cross (1981) also found that
transportation is a major problem for the elderly and those from low-income backgrounds
‘but rarely a problem for the middle-class and/or middle aged nontraditional students.

Silling (1984) found that the lack of money was a major barrier for part-time
nontraditional students. She found that part-time students were less likely to qualify for
any type of financial aid. Also, this study showed that even when adults attend full time,
their family income exceeds the eligibility requirements for any type of educational
grants (Cross, 1981; Griffin; 1983; Hu, 1985). Roehl & Okun (1984) found that
traditional aged women enrolled in educational programs experienced positive support in
their friendship relationships. Yet, for returning nontraditional women, support from
significant others--spouses, children, relatives, employers, teachers, and coworkers--tend
to make both a positive and negative impact to their academic success.

Lewis (1988), in her study on re-entry women, found that personal support was a
major barrier for women. She found that a partner’s attitude toward women’s return is a
crucial factor in her educational success and satisfaction. While some women listed a

high degree of support and enthusiasm from their significant others, many encounter
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passive nonsupport, resistance, and even open hostility in response to their educational
aspirations.

Valentine & others (1987) conducted a study on the attitudes and behavior of
spouses of women who attended public and private institutions of higher education to
determine how administrators could better understand what support is needed at home in
order to improve educational opportunities for women. Researchers found that support
differed in reference to the nature and amount of support, depending of the distinct types
of women and their experience. “They ranged from women who received emotional and
logistical support to those who experienced subtle and overt forms of sabotage” (Lewis,
1988, p. 99). Lewis also found that Black and Hispanic students reported the largest
number of counter supports, single, widowed, separated, and divorced students had
significantly less positive supports than married student did.

Leonard (1994), in her study on mature returning women, found that these
students faced hostility and a lack of support from their partners. These partners
disapproved of their participation because it appeared to threaten gender roles. She found
that married men feared that their relationships would be compromised and could cause
the couple to grow apart. Family members were found to question time spent away from
home and the challenge of traditional parental roles, as studying and class attendance are
balanced against home responsibilities. Pahl (1989) found that husbands were less
generous in helping their wives with educational expenses by using money to uphold the
source of power and male dominance in the family. These men felt, because they were

the wage earners, their wives were responsible for providing domestic and child-care
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services for the household. (For this research study, I will be paying close attention to

personal support as well as issues surrounding child care and tuition cost.

Institutional Barriers

Institutional barriers consist of all those practices and procedures that exclude or
discourage working adults from participating in educational activities. These barriers can
be categorized into five distinct areas: inconvenient schedules and problems with
locations or transportation; full-time fees for part-time study; inappropriate courses of
study, procedural problems and time requirements; and lack of information about
programs and procedures. Adult students who are older than their instructors can also
create barriers. Some instructors are intimidated and feel uncomfortable interacting with
older students. Nontraditional students of color and women also experience the “chilly”"
institutional environment that was discussed in the “chilly climate” section of this
chapter.

Institutional barriers, according to Cross (1981), are those barriers that are erected
by organizations and can impede the learning opportunities for nontraditional students.
Cross (1981) found in her study that institutional barriers affected between 10% and 25%
of potential learners.

Some institutions take pride in adopting gate-keeper roles (Walker, 1975;
Woodley, 1984; Bourner & Hamed, 1987; Smithers & Robinson, (1989). Many
institutions rate their status in terms of how many applicants they turn away, rather than
on the number they are able to admit (Woodrow, 1988). Further, Woodrow suggests that
admissions, personnel, and academic staff make difficult decisions in regards to student

intake and rely on “A”grade level. This in turn transforms into an unwillingness on the
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part of the institution to adopt flexible policies to enhance the access of nontraditional
students. According to Harrison (1990), nontraditional students require different forms
of interaction with instructors, tutors, counselors, and socio-psychological support than

those of their traditional counterparts.

Dispositional Barriers

Dispositional barriers are those related to attitudes and self-perceptions about
oneself as a learner. Many adults, for example, feel that they are too old to learn. Adults
with poor educafional backgrounds frequently lack interest in learning or self-confidence
in their ability to learn. This is where I found myself. Because of my average
educational background, I felt as though I was too “dumb” to be successful pursuing my
dreams of a college degree. Also, I felt that my age was a hindrance to learning
accompanied by a lack of self-confidence and feelings of guilt for neglecting family
responsibilities. Many of these types of barriers are self-imposed psychologically.

Wilcox, Saltford & Veres (1975) conducted one of the most interesting research
studies on barriers and found that the leading barrier (26 percent) was lack of interest, and
fewer than 2 percent were willing to admit that lack of interest deterred their own
participation. Community leaders who were asked to participate in this study believed
that individuals in their community would perceive dispositional barriers as the most
important barrier to their educational ﬁarticipation.

In 1987, Glass & Rose also conducted a study on women returning to institutions
of higher education. They found that women felt inadequate about their educational
abilities and were afraid to compete with younger college students. Cramer (1981) and

White (1983) in their study found that women who had been away from academe for a
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number of years felt significant levels of strain and apprehension for returning to the
world of books, assignments, and tests. Howell & Schwartz (1988) in their study of poor
women, found that these re-entry women felt degraded because they were dependent on
public assistance, and this was contributing to their low self-esteem, attendance in class
and their feelings of self-doubt as well as their lack of comfort in interacting with other

students. :

Focus Groups

(273 2 PG

There are numerous definitions of focus groups in the literature--Powell et al ..

(1996) considers them to be collective activities, Gross & Leinbach (1996) refer to focus

1%

groups as social events; Kitzinger (1995) identifies the contribution that focus groups

o

make to social research; and Kitzinger (1994) considers focus groups to have features
like organized discussions. For this research study, I will be using the definitions of |
Powell (1996) “a group of individuals selected and assembled by researcheré to discusé H
and comment on, from personal experience, the topic that is the subject of the research”
(p. 499) and the definition set forth by Morgan (1997), “interaction within the group
based on topics that are supplied by the researcher” (p.12).

Based on the literature, there are some advantages and disadvantages for using

focus groups in social science research. 1 will briefly summarize the benefits and

limitations for using focus groups.

Advantages

Focus groups provide researchers with an open format where participants can

dialogue about their shared experiences, which allows for large and rich amounts of data
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in the words of the participants. The data collected can furnish richer meaning, making
connections that can be important to the overall study, and identify subtle variations in
expression and meaning. These multiple understandings and meanings are revealed by
participants. These multiple explanations of their behavior and attitudes are allowed to
readily form due to group interaction. According to Kitzinger (1994, 1995), referent
interaction is a crucial feature of the focus group, as it allows participants to ask questions
of each other and re-evaluate and reconsider their own understandings of their specific
experiences.

Race, Hotch & Parker (1994) and Goss & Leinbach (1996) believe tﬁat focus
groups add a valuable dimension to social science research because it gives participants
an opportunity to work collaboratively with researchers, and this can be empowering for
those participating in qualitative research studies. Also, it can produce data and ideas that

may not emerge during individual interviews. &

Disadvantages

Although there are many advantages for using focus groups for social science
research, there are also some limitations. Focus groups can discourage individuals for
sharing their experiences due to lack of confidence, or the inability to articulate their
thoughts and feelings. Morgan (1988) states that a limitation can arise if researchers
lose control over the group and let some participants monopolize the discussion.

Morgan (1993) discusses two major disadvantages for using focus groups.
Because of the open-ended nature of focus groups, it is difficult to summarize and
interpret results. Also, the facilitator of the focus group may bias the results by

unknowingly giving cues as to the types of responses and answers they are looking for in
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the research study. Although there are important advantages for using focus groups to

enrich qualitative studies, it can also provide limitations that can bias the overall study.

Conclusion of Literature Review

Within this literature review, various positions were cited in reference to
pedagogy versus andragogy. However, these arguments regarding andragogy as a adult
educational theory have been questionable, as discussed by Houle (1972), McKenzie
(1977), Cross (1981), Pratt (1984), Hartee (1984), Davenport (1987) and others. Yet,
these arguments all center a.r"ound theoretical prescriptions or approaches instead of

- empirical research results. In this study, the resee;rcher’s contribution to this ongoing
debate will test the accuracy of some of the theoretical/philosophical arguments.

Some scholars say that andragogy is a better framework to use‘when educating
adults, yet others say there is no difference between adults and children as they basically
learn in the same manner. It appears from these critical debates, few ha?e gone directly
to adult learners and asked them about their preferred learning environments. Therefore,
the major purpose of this project is to empirically study the preferred learning
environments of nontraditional undergraduate female students.  This will be
accomplished by utilizing the case study method and conducting in-depth interviews to
thoroughly examine the experiences of nontraditional undergraduate female students.
Respondents will be asked to identify their preferred learning environments, why they
returned to institutions of higher education, and what barriers--situational, institutional

and/or dispositional--have hindered their academic success.
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CHAPTER I

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

The rationale for the proposed study is to create an in-depth analysis using critical
qualitative methods to capture the “richness” or what Geertz (1973) calls “thick
description” of the nontraditional female undergraduate student population. More
precisely, the study will attempt to provide a better understanding of this particular
nontraditional population by allowing a limited number of Black and White females to
tell their own stories and share their voices regarding the extent to which certain salient
factors influenced, or continue to influence, their student status.

The main question informing this study is: “Do nontraditional female students
who attend a community college perceive differences in their educational experiences
when compared to nontraditional female students who attend a private four-year
college?” In answering this question, I will look at the role that the following factors
play in the lives of twenty nontraditional college women: race, gender, socio-economic
background, secondary school background, personal motivational factors, self-identity,
mentoring, family support, and religious factors. The institutional environment will be
assessed by having the students share their experiences regarding professorial teaching
style: pedagogy versus andragogy, the learning climate, and perceived barriers. I will
also explore issues related to these students sense of being integrated into the life and
culture of their respective campuses.

Accordingly, an understanding of how nontraditional female undergraduate

students perceive and relate to their learning experience in traditional college settings is
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the primary goal of this study. For this research project, two different colleges were
selected. One college is a two-year public community college (4000 student population)
located in a small midwestern city and the other site is a four-year private college (3000
student population) located in a midwestern city. Though located in the midwest, the two
institutions are situated in the same state but different cities.

The reason the researcher selected these two institutions was four-fold. First,
each institution was accessible to the researcher who is a full-time faculty member at the
two-year community college; thus, she had developed a positive relationship with faculty
members and many nontraditional female students. Secondly, the researcher had
developed positive relationships with a sociology professor and the Director of Adult
Recruitmelnt at the private four-year college. Thgse relationships were crucial for the
successful completion of this research project (obtaining participants for the study).
Thirdly, the researcher wanted to examine if there was a significant difference in the
educational experiences of nontraditional female students attending a two-year public
community college versus their counterparts at a four-year private college. And lastly,
did the difference in the institutions make an impact on their age, race, gender, and socio-
economic backgrounds? Therefore, I intend to capture their experiences within a context
that “reflects human interests and values” (Slattery, 1995, p. x); in this case, the
nontraditional female undergraduate voices.

Qualitative research allows participants an opportunity to use their voices and
express their experiences in an open format. According to Patton (1990), positivism
through quantitative methods relies on pre-identified variables from the general

population and tries to fit the experiences of individuals within “predetermined response
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categories” (Patton, 1990, pg. 14), thus allowing participants to assist in defining the
research and its directions. If the researcher had selected the quantitative method to
conduct this particular research study, she would have lost the individuality of diversified
life experiences of nontraditional undergraduate women. According to feminist
researchers, this constraint would not capture the rich experiences and voices of women
in this study. By addressing the essence and context of the lived experiences regarding
Black/White identity and female identity, (and to understand and appreciate their
individualized experiences and voices), an approach more consistent with the ideas of
feminism was desirable.

In this research study the reader will hear the narrative voices of nontraditional
women students speak through taped interviews and focus gréup discussions. Through a
focus, which C. Wright Mills (1959) has termed “biography, history, and social
structure.” T will examine and explore the relationship between the individual female
student’s educational experiences and the wider power relations (age, gender, race, class)
and how that shapes and constrains their educational possibilities. It will be through their
stories that these Black and White nontraditional female students will make themselves
known to others. Stivers (1993) argues that the self:

...1s an essentially narrative phenomenon: people conceive of themselves in terms

of stories about their actions in the world, using them to make sense of the

temporal flow of their lives. We find identity and meaning as a result of the

stories we tell about ourselves or that others tell about us. Therefore, a narrative
approach to self-understanding is not a distortion of reality but a confirmation of

it. (pp. 412).
In studying the lives of women, I am able to further understand myself. Dorothy
Smith (1990) expressed “as thinking heads--as social scientists--we are always inside

what we are thinking about, we know it in the first place as insiders” (p. 51). As a
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nontraditional female student who’s on the inside, I have always been curious of the
experiences of nontraditional women. I wanted to understand if my experiences in higher
education were unique to me as a Black woman, or did other nontraditional women from
diverse backgrounds (race, age and class) have similar experiences. These thoughts and

feelings were the driving forces behind this research study.

Population and Sample

The population sample is nontraditional female undergraduate students at two
institutions of higher education. Nonprobability sampling methods were utilized in this
research project. The researcher employed three nonprobability sampling methods: quota
sampling, purposive sampling, and snowball sampling. The value of a quota samples is
that quotas are set to ensure that the sample represents certain characteristics in
proportion to their prevalence in the population” (Schutt, 1999, p. 129). This approach
will ensure that some diversity in key characteristics is prevalent, and the sample
resembles that of the larger population (ten minority and ten nonminority, nontraditional

[2

female undergraduate students).  Purposive sampling, is defined as “...each sample
element is selected for a purpose, usually because of the unique position of the sample
elements” (Schutt, 1999, p. 130). Nontraditional students in this study came from
backgrounds that differed in terms of age (25-65), religion, race/ethnicity, and
socioeconomic Stétus. The snowball sampling method was also used, where “...you
identify one member of the population and speak to him or her, then ask that person to
identify others in the population...and so on” (Schutt, 1999, p. 131).

The researcher is aware that these procedures did not yield a representative

sample; however, they were able to provide what is needed in case studies regarding the
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experiences of nontraditional female undergraduate students. The researcher, faculty
members, and students at a two-year public community college--from the Social Sciénce,
Education, and Nursing Departments--were able to identify and recommend participants.
A sociology professor, the Director of Continuing Adult Recruitment, and students from
a private four-year college were also able to identify and recommend nontraditional
female undergraduate students who fit the profile for this study.

The samples in this research study are enrolled in either a two-year or four-year
institution of higher education. They attend part time, full time, day, evening and
weekend classes. Some of these women have specific career goals and objectives. Yet,
several are not sure of their career paths but are “feeling” their way through the process.
Many of the women in this study may view themselves as feminists, while others are
fearful and even suspicious of the many versions of feminism (Ellsworth 1989; Lather
1991). This study was conducted during the fall semester of 1999, spring, summer and
fall semesters 2000, and the winter session of 2001. Students took courses offered in
various departments.

All of the students were from various towns and cities in this midwestern state. A
significant number (14) of the subjects were married; four (4) were divorced, and two (2)
were single who never marrted and had no children. The sample consisted of ten (10)
African Americans and ten (10) Caucasian participants. Twelve of the women were
returning college students, and eight of the participants were attending college for the
first time. The age of the participants range from 26-53, and they were either employed

full and/or part-time, and one participant was retired and training for a new career.
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These characteristics of the nontraditional or adult population mirror the national trends

and statistics (Aslanian & Brickell, 1980; Cross, 1981; Aslanian, 1989; and others).

Instrumentation

There were three different approaches to this study: a) a survey instrument or
questionnaire, (b) one-on-one taped unstructured interviews, and (c) a general guideline
and topics for informal focus groups. The survey instrument (see Appendix A ) consists
of seventeen (17) questions that captured the demographic background information for
each of the twenty-four (24) participants. The survey instrument was based on the review
of the pertinent literature and was modified for this specific study (Cross, 1978; Silling,
1984; Lewis, 1988; and others).

The survey instrument was reviewed by a social science research professor and
dissertation committee members. A sample of students in an Introduction to Sociology
course pilot tested the survey. These students were asked to critically review the
questions and make suggestions and comments in regards to clarity and content. As a
result of the reviews and pilot test, the following questions were added to the

questionnaire: 5 (a) hours spent studying and 7 (b) organizational affiliation on campus.

Research Questions

The types of questions participants will be responding to include the following

(all questions are listed in the Appendix B):

L. Briefly describe your high school experiences.
2. What motivational factors influenced your decision to attend college?
3. Describe your experience in the classroom setting, and discuss which

classroom environment works best for your learning style.
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4. As a nontraditional female student, do you feel that your identity is being
silenced by the institution (race, gender, age, or other factors)?

5. What obstacles or barriers make an impact on your academic success
(situational, institutional, dispositional)?

Also, other perceived differences will be examined between first and second-
generation college students and students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds in
comparison to those from middle- to upper-class backgrounds. Types of support systems
nontraditional women have in place and the assistance these support systems provide will
be explored. (See Appendix B for complete list of research questions.) Other barriers
which may hinder their academic success will be identified. If barriers exist, I will
attempt to determine if they are consistent with established research categories--

situational, institutional, and dispositional.

Data Collection

Interviews were conducted in person at the location that was designated by each
participant. Some interviews took place in the homes of participants, at their college
setting, library, student lounge, anywhere that was comfortable for the participant. Each
interview was tape recorded with the consent of the participants. Transcriptions were
produced by the researcher, and each participant received copies of all transcriptions by

mail or in person. Participants reviewed all transcripts for verification and revision.

Focus Group Guidelines

A focus group was conducted at each of the colleges selected for this research
study. Guidelines for the focus groups were developed by the researcher and were based

on the works of Stewart & Shamdasani (1990) and Successful Focus Groups, edited by
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David L. Morgan (1993). (See Appendix C). The main objective for using focus groups
as a data collection method was to further obtain rich qualitative information to
complement the one-on-one taped unstructured interviews and to have participants

interact with each other to enhance the validity and utility of the research process.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



71

CHAPTER IV

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Introduction

This chapter presents the findings as they relate to the research questions used in
the study. Since here were no substantive differences between the sentiments expressed
in the focus group and those expressed in the interviews. The interviews provided more
depth and richness; thus, I will focus on them in this section. The findings also include
the voices of the 20 women who provided the data for this investigation. They requested
that their names not be used; therefore, pseudonyms have been given to each of the
participants to protect their anonymity. First, for each question, the findings will be
presented intra-racially for those Black women attending the community college and
those at the four-year private college. This will be followed by a comparative summary
statement. Secondly, as in the case for the Black students, the findings will be provided
intra-racially for the White women attending the community college and the four-year
private college. A summary statement will also be provided for this group of students.
Finally, an inter-racial comparative summary will be presented for each of the questions.
In essence, the comparative summaries will provide some general statements about the

similarities and differences between the Black students as well as the White students.

Community College Cohorts

The participants attending the community college consisted of ten nontraditional
women ranging in age from 26 to 53. Five of these women are Black, and five are White.

Their backgrounds are diverse, representing various socio-economic, religious, and
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educational statuses. At one time, all of these women were married, but three were
divorced at the time of this study. Nine of the women have children.

The ten nontraditional women are as follows: Black participants (1) Dionne 38,
married two children, (2) Journey 39, married, three children, (3) Maya 26, married, one
child, (4) Natasha 38, divorced, three children, (5) Esther 53, divorced, no children:

White participants (1) Janet 41, married, two children, (2) May 44, married, five

children, (3) Samantha 26, divorced, one child, (4) Desiree 48, married, three children,

and (5) Candie 40, married, two children.

Four-year Private College Cohorts

The participants attending the four-year private college consist of ten
nontraditional women ranging in age from 26 to 48. Five of these women are Black and
five are White. Their backgrounds are also diverse and represent varying socio-economic,
religious and educational statuses. At one time eight of these women were married but
one was divorced at the time of this study. Seven of the women have children and one
woman has two foster children. Also, there were two women who were never married
and have no children.

The ten nontraditional women are as follows: Black participants (1) Ophelia 37,

divorced, one child, (2) Sarah 26 married, four children, (3) Sylvia 45, married, three
children, (4) Meleka 40, married, five children, (5) Lori 35, married, two foster children;

White participants (1) Leslie 41, married, five children, (2) Alexandria 48, married two

children, (3) Beth 40, single, no children, (4) Sharon 44, married two children, (10) Amy

35, single, no children.
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Five Black Female Students at the Community College — Question 1
Briefly describe your high school experiences.

A review of the narratives revealed that none of the Black women attending the
community college had “very positive” experiences during their high school days. Two
of them, however, had experiences that could be easily categorized as being “positive” in
the sense that they were encouraged by teachers and/or family members to excel. It seems
that mentors were important in the lives of these students, even when those persons were
not teachers, but administrators. This observation was seen in Esther’s (53) narrative. She
revealed that:

I had a beautiful high school, year and I had great mentors. Mr. who 1

believe was principal at the time...always advocating education, and he was the

one who encouraged me and other students that we could do whatever we wanted
to do... When I graduated from high school in 1965, I had intended to go to
college. What happened was that I delayed it for another year, and I went to the

community college in 1966.

Even when the students did not find a mentor in the school building, they still had
a positive experience in high school when their parents were supportive and made it
known that they had high expectations for their children. This experience is reiterated in
Maya’s (26) experience as she revealed the role of her parents and that of an African
American counselor in her predominantly white school:

My mother is a RN and my father works for a big company and they each had

high expectations of me....the only African American guidance

counselor...would help all of the African American students with college

applications, scholarships and things like that...she showed us the different types
of scholarships...so we could avoid having to take out so many loans. She was a

blessing.... I graduated from high school with honors in June 1993 and started
college in August of that same year, but I came home in May of 1997 because of a
personal issue.
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For other Black students in the community college category, their high school
experience ranged from “drifting through” to an experience that could be characterized as
having both positive and negative aspects. Only one student, Dionne (38), felt that her
experience was one where she drifted through and missed out on a quality education. In
her own words, she stated that:

I didn’t like high school. I went to high school in the shadow of my brothers and
sisters. The principal did not particularly care for them. They gave her a run for
her money. They were little rascals so to speak....therefore, it made things
difficult for me... At first I thought it was just me and that I was being paranoid,
but after trying so many different things that didn’t work out... So I just pretty
much didn’t try to get involved in anything else.... As I reflect back, I just went
through, not guided. They had counselors then, if that’s what you want to call
them. That’s how I look at it. I completed high school without taking Biology. As
of this day, I don’t know how that happened. I got out of high school without
taking classes that were the norm, like algebra. I had my first algebra class in
college. The sad thing about it is years later you realize how much of your earlier
education was lacking, or you realize how much you did not receive. '

The final two Black women in the community category had some rather painful
experiences during their high school days. However, they still were able to do well
academically in spite of unpleasant circumstances at home and in school. In the one
instance, Journey (39) talks about:

My high school experience was not good. I didn’t have support, but I didn’t feel
confident enough to reach out to the support that was there... Academically I did
fine...My problem was not with drugs or alcohol. My father left us. I was just
going into middle school when he left my mother to finish raising four children on
her own. It was a struggle... The most positive and beneficial experience that I
can remember about growing up is my mother raising us up in the church... I
didn’t have that fatherly love that I needed. I don’t know what caused it. That was
my problem in high school. Which did lead to getting pregnant at age
fifieen...childhood I once had was over. Reality kicked in....I did graduate with
my class and after graduation attended college for about a year...got my daycare
license and did daycare for about six years. Also, I got married right out of high
school... We are still married and happy. Like I said, out of that whole situation
and that life I was living as a young person came a mature person making positive
things out of her life.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



75

In spite of a pregnancy and drug experimentation while in high school, Natasha
(38)--not unlike Journey--was able to graduate on time with her classmates. She was
fortunate to have the support of her family and at least one teacher at her school. Natasha
tells us in her own voice that:

My high school is kind of difficult to describe because I got pregnant in the ninth
grade. So after I had my son...I started experimenting with drugs and stuff like
that and that had an impact on my high school experience. Overall it was a good
school, predominately White, and I didn’t have what I would call mentors, but
there was one teacher who befriended me, and that made a difference.
Academically, I did well and did not let my pregnancy affect my being successful.
1In fact, I graduated on time with my class... My family support was good. I was
adopted... They were supportive in watching my son when they could and finding
a babysitter and paying for it when I went back to high school... After I had my
child, I got involved in drugs because of esteem issues. The situation that I had
involved molestation, and that’s what got me frustrated. It wasn’t a brief
encounter. It was something that had gone on for a number of years. So the drugs
were a way for me to escape, and I ended up being addicted to drugs for a long
time... So my high school years were difficult in a sense because I had a child too
young, and I got involved with drugs and the whole issue of molestation.
However, with all of that going on in my life, academically I did pretty good.

Further review of the narratives revealed that the positive and negative
experiences of the Black women in this category were possibly influenced by either
issues of race, social class, or gender. Three of the students attending the community
college discuséed how race was a factor in their negative high school experience. For
Dionne (38), her negative high school experience was not only influenced by being in the
shadow of her older siblings, who were viewed by the principal as troublemakers, it was
also influenced by her race and possibly her working-class background. In Dionne’s own
voice, she said that:

You know they just put me in classes, nothing challenged me. It seemed that

many of the Black kids were given the easy courses like typing, vocational, and

trade skills kind of classes, and that’s the way it was. There was no one to take an

interest in me and no one to encourage me or give me the support and the
guidance I desperately needed. I was scheduled to go to college right after high
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school, but I did not go. An incident occurred in my family between my mother

and me, and I moved out of the house. This is an example of what lack of

guidance there was in my life. I thought that since I moved out of my home that I

had lost my financial aid. Instead I got married right of high school.

It was a common practice in many public schools to track or socially place
students in alternative less challenging academic programs based on race, gender, or
social class. Therefore, because of race, class, and gender, Dionne experienced social
placement. Her mother was a single parent and worked for a production company full
time. Therefore, she was not able to provide Dionne with the guidance she needed to
become a successful student or to assist her in her college endeavors.

It was revealed in Journey’s (38) narrative the impact that racial isolation and
oppression made on her high school experience. This realization made an impact on why
she did not feel confident seeking out any support within her high school. In her own
voice, Journey said that:

As a Black girl attending a school that was mostly White, I just didn’t feel valued.

I grew up feeling inferior both inside the school and outside in the wider society

because I live in a world where Black people just didn’t matter. You didn’t feel

like you compared. You didn’t feel like you could do what the dominant White
society could do

Maya (26) was at the other end of the stratification hierarchy. Her mother has a
RN degree and worked as a manager, and her father is a skilled tradesperson for a large
manufacturing company. Her basically “normal” high school experience was, to some
degree, influenced by race and the pressures from her parents to succeed. She had this to
say:

If I had to grade my high school experience, I would give it a C. The teachers

were predominately White, and I didn’t receive a lot of mentoring...the only

African American guidance counselor we had and she acted like more than a

guidance counselor...She was the only one that would help all of the African
American students with college applications, scholarships, and things like that.
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She showed us the different types of scholarships that were out there so we could

avoid having to take out so many loans. She was a blessing. Because of her 1

secured a full scholarship and went to a four-year university right after high

school... I played softball, basketball, and I was a member of the orchestra. It
wasn’t voluntary; my parents made me.
Although Maya described her high school experience as neutral, she graduated from high
school with honors.

Of the five Black students in this category, three of them are first generation
college students, whose parents were not high school graduates. This factor had an
impact on or influenced their overall high school experiences. Further, their high school
experiences could be categorized as being influenced by race, social class, gender, “triple

jeopardy,” or what has come to be labeled the matrix of domination. This latter concept

will be further discussed in chapter five of this research study.

Five Black Female Students at the Four-Year Private College — Question 1
Briefly describe your high school experiences.

Of the nontraditional Black students who attended a four-year private college, two
of them had either a “very positive” or “positive” experience during their high school
days. Sarah (26) claimed that she had a very positive high school experience in that she
found mentors among her teachers, was very active in high school activities, and
maintained better than a “B” average. She said:

I think my high school experience was very positive. I had mentors who

encouraged me. I was very active. I was a cheerleader. I was in student council

and on the Superintendent Board of Directors. I was listed in the outstanding high
school yearbook. I did very well in school, and I got good grades... I was in

Upward Bound Program, it was a program to inspire children of parents who had

not gone to college to go to college. I was in that program for four years...

However, I am not a first generation college student. My mother has her master’s

degree. She was also a nontraditional female student...I went right on to a four-
year institution after high school, and I stayed there for two years and took a small
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break and went on to another college. I took another break for maybe a year and
went back and got my associates degree.
Ophelia (37), on the other hand, was raised in a single-parent family. This

situation, however, did not deter her from having a very positive experience in high

school. She tells us that:

My parents divorced shortly after my younger brother was born. My mom worked
as a nurse’s aid and always stressed the importance of education, and she
encouraged us to be actively involved in high school activities. I was active in
cheerleading. I was popular throughout high school. I went to military balls,
proms, and sweetheart swirls at my local high school, as well as other high
schools in the western area. Overall, my high school experience was pretty good. I
did not have any teachers who encouraged me academically, and as I reflect back,
I probably could have done better... After I graduated from high school in 1981, I
did start attending the community college that fall. I did very well academically; I
got three A’s and two B’s. I did better than when I was in high school and I was
working a full and part-tine job. But I dropped out of college and got married at
the age of seventeen and was married for fifteen years.

That all students were not held to high standards by their teachers and
administrators is not a recent phenomenon. Unfortunately, today as well as yesterday,
too many students simply received what some have called “an attendance diploma” from
high school. Students who were troublemakers, as well as those who were attractive and
likable, were victimized by their educational institution because of the “passing
phenomenon.” They either did not master the subject matter or, in many instances, were
not exposed to certain subjects. Or when they were exposed to topics that were thought
to be demanding, their teachers often held them to a pattern of low expectation. Meleka

(40) was apparently one of those students who was well-liked by her teachers, and she

makes the observation that:

...but I had a lot of teachers that if you are nice and they like you, they had a
tendency just to pass you through. So I experienced a lot of that. That was most of
them. Like the classes I should have gotten, like the math and science, I had a
difficult time, but because they liked me I was just passed through. I didn’t have
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so much encouragement, you didn’t have, like now, where counselors are really

helpful. I didn’t have too much of that....I graduated a year early and it was my

plan to go to college. But, I got a really good job and....20 or so years later I went
back.

A reading of the narratives provided by two of the nontraditional Black students
attending a four-year private college revealed that their high school experience was “very
negative.” They suffered from self-esteem issues and the kind of circumstances that
frequently force young women to leave school at an early age and never return.
Fortunately, the two women in this instance were able to reorient their lives and gain the
type of control such that they were able to aspire to a better quality of life in spite of
pregnancies and dropping out of school at an early age. Sylvia (45), among other
revelations, makes the very telling statement about the quality of preparation she received
in her earlier education when she states:

...I was a low achiever and a product of Title I Program, which meant that I

didn’t learn to read until late, like after the sixth grade...So high school was hard,

not to mention that I had two kids while I was in high school. Well, I had one
child in junior high, and in high school I had another little girl...I didn’t have

friends in high school. I don’t have friends now either. I guess I’'m not really a

friendly person... Because my parents wanted me to get a college education... but

the college experience was not a very good experience... I was not prepared, and

I didn’t have a good counselor... I didn’t have a clue... So my first experience at

the university was a flop, and I stayed there for almost two years and ended up on

academic probation.

Lori (35), the other Black student whose high school experience was less than she
desired, did not have as much family support as Sylvia--the nurturing, encouraging
support that has proveﬁ to be an essential determinant in whether students stay in school
and do well in their grades. Lori describes her dilemma in the following terms:

Okay, with my high school, I actually had to drop out of high school when I was

sixteen due to family circumstances, specifically issues with my mother. I was in

foster care and stuff like that, and I was in group homes. So I dropped out when I
was sixteen, and I went back to school when I was twenty-four. When I dropped
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out... I did so to work full-time and to pay for an apartment and stuff like
that... My initial stages as a teenager were very rough on me because I had to
work a job and pay rent...I did not have a chance to be a teenager...I was like
twenty-four, and finally I decided I can’t keep living like this, so I got my GED
within a week. I took all five tests. I went to the library to study for it and I took
the pretest and passed them and everyday I would take one and my goal was

within the five days to take the five tests. So I really trained and taught myself. 1

studied for math, reading, language arts — everything. I scored very high; I got

like a 303, and I think that I needed only 250, and I ended up with my GED.

A summary of the narratives of the five Black women in this category revealed
that there were three students whose “very positive” or “very negative” high school
experiences were influenced by the intersection of race, class, and gender. Sarah
believed that her high school experience was “very positive.” It appears that her “very
positive” experience could have been influenced by the fact that her parents are middle-
class. Research studies and biographies of individuals from middle-class and upper-class
backgrounds, with college-educated parents, generally have more positive educational
experiences. Middle-class families can provide positive mentoring outside of the
schooling environment, and that can make a positive impact on their overall academic
success of their children. Sarah (26) had this to say:

I am not a first generation college student; my mother has her master’s degree. 1

am second generation. When I was in high school my mom went back to college.

We would spend time studying together, and she would share a lot of stuff with

me about college. She never asked me if I was going to college, only which one.

She has been a wonderful support system for me. Her success has been my

success, and mine hers.

The fact that her mother was college educated provided her with the mentoring
and guidance she needed to be a successful high school student. Also, her mother was

able to navigate her through the college process, which was a factor that was lacking for

some of the other women in this category.
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Due to family issues and having to drop out of high school and live on her own,
Lori (35) characterized herself as having “no class.” She had this to say:

I lived on my own at the age of sixteen and worked in a hotel, cleaning rooms. I

definitely had to be an adult...I considered myself no class because I had to

struggle on my own with no one to support me and give me guidance.

It became apparent that her social class, and the lack of positive mentors inside or
outside of her school, negatively impacted her decision to stay in school. Further, she
had no choice but to take on adult responsibilities of working and providing herself with
food, clothing, and shelter. This eliminated any possibility of a typical or “normal” high
school experience.

The last student in this category attended high school during and after the civil
rights moment and attended a high school that was integrated earlier by her older
siblings. Therefore, Sylvia (45) could add the isolation, due to race, as a factor in her
“not good” high school experience. She said that:

I remember a teacher I called KKK because I felt that she was all of the things

those letters assimilated. She made things very difficult for me; therefore that was

another reason I did not like school. Sometimes it was hard to tell if you were
being treated unfairly because of your race or the fact that my parents were not
educated and worked hard to support all of us kids. I don’t know. But I do know
that during the time I grew up, if you were a girl, a Black girl and poor, things
weren’t all that good.

Summary of the Ten Black Female Students - Question #1

The high school experiences of the Black students attending a community college
did not differ significantly from those nontraditional Black female students matriculating
at a private four-year college in that there was a continuum of experiences that ranged

from very positive to very negative. Though there were those in the community college

category whose high school experiences were generally positive, none had a “very
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positive” experience, but there was one student in the four-year college category who
said that she had a “very positive” experience.

In each student category, there was one student who felt that her high school
experience was essentially one where, for various reasons, she was allowed to drift
through the grades without much effort. As a matter of fact, in retrospect, they realized
that they were pen;ﬂized—not enriched-educationally when they encountered the college
environment. Once in college it became obvious that their high school experience of
being passed from one grade to the next without having to work at the subject matter had
not adequately prepared them for the quality of academic work expected of a college
student. Also the fact that some were placed in alternative and less challenging academic
curriculums was viewed as a detriment to their education.

Interestingly, the most negative high school experience was felt by more students
attending the four-year private college than those at the community college level. As a
matter of fact, two of the four-year Black college students made it known that their high
school experience was fraught with one dilemma after another: pregnancies, drugs,
dropping out, and more. Though two of the Black community college students said that
their high school experience could be characterized as having both positive and negative
aspects, no one in this category claimed that their high school life was “very negative,”
and each graduated with a high school diploma. That was not the case for the four-year
private college female students. One dropped out but received her GED years later.

It became apparent after reviewing the narratives in reference to their high school
experiences, the lack of méntoring and/or lack of guidance played a crucial role in the

experiences of eight of the ten Black students. Those who had some type of guidance,
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regardless if it was within the schooling environment or outside, experienced positive,
very positive, or average experiences. Thus, having mentors who assisted them in the
process of becoming educated and making the transition from high school to college was
vital to their appreciation of education and influenced their desire to acquire more.

The women with negative experiences lacked any form of mentoring inside or
outside of their schooling environment. Seven of these women lacked mentoring
relationships during high school--three at the community college and four attending'the
four-year private college. One of the women attending the four-year private college
mentioned having positive mentors in junior high and no mentors in high s<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>